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ABSTRACT 
The majority of research on interorganisational relationships to date has focused on 
successful, long-term relationships but few studies have focused on relationship dissolution 
and failed relationships. The same is true for relationships in the context of the UK food retail 
sector with research focusing on the movement towards greater collaboration and more 
recently on the way supermarkets use their power in relation to their suppliers. The objective 
of this research is to address this gap and to explore relationship dissolution in the context of 
UK supermarket supply chains. More specifically, this research seeks to explore the process 
of ended relationshipsand the role of the economic and social dimension of relationships in 
precipitating or inhibiting the dissolution process. 
The study developed a framework to depict the dissolution process in UK supermarket supply 
chains using insights from past studies. The study explored relationship dissolution using a 
two-stage research methodology. A survey was initially conducted in the fresh produce, meat 
and dairy sector to identify companies that had experienced the loss of business with 
supermarket customers as well as obtain some background information about the 
phenomenon. The second stage of the research involved multiple cases based on in depth 
interviews with companies from the fresh produce and dairy sector that were willing to 
discuss further their experience. 
The results followed the way the dissolution process was a priori conceptualised but also 
revealed a more complex picture of the way relationships dissolve. The results showed the 
role of the trigger event in initiating the dissolution process and the role of personal 
relationships in promoting the dissolution. It was also identified that the personal relationship 
was not always able to counteract business decisions. The results also showed how economic 
and technical criteria led some relationships to end as well as how these criteria tried to 
prevent the dissolution. The results also showed what could have been done to prevent 
dissolution from happening. 
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I INTRODUCTION 
The traditional approach to channel relationships is based on authoritative mechanisms of 
governance where the more powerful party influences the behaviour of the less powerful one. 
Channel relationships based on power and control are considered to be similar to adversarial 
relationships between firms operating in business markets. In this kind of relationship, 
channel members operate independently and are driven by individual motives for optimising 
performance. However, the adversarial way of co-ordinating channel activities in supermarket 
supply chains is being replaced by bilateral mechanisms for managing mutually rewarding 
relationships (Weitz & Jap, 1995). 
The main factors that are driving this change in the food industry are: inefficiencies of the 
channel system due to the adversarial climate between retailers and suppliers, increased 
competition in the retail industry, consumer and regulatory requirements for traceability and 
due diligence with respect to food safety, the growing strategic importance of retail brand 
labels and the introduction of Efficient Consumer Response (ECR) - the application of 
collaborative supply chain management (CSCM) in the food retail sector (Duffy, 2002; Fearne 
& Hughes, 1999). 
The successful implementation of CSCM results in the move from traditional adversarial 
trading relationships towards relationships between buyers and sellers based on co-operation, 
information exchange and the sharing of risks and rewards (Christopher, 1998; Meiza & 
Wisner, 2001). For branded manufacturers, significant progress has been made as a result of 
the ECR initiative (Brockman & Morgan, 1999; IGD, 1997; Kotzab, 1999; Kurnia & 
Johnston, 2001; Pearce, 1997). However, for suppliers of own-label products and lightly 
processed foods - fresh produce, meat, dairy - the application of ECR is largely aspirational 
(Fearne & Hughes, 1999; Sourcie, 1997). 
In these categories rationalisation and structural change are the dominant environmental 
forces, resulting in fewer, larger, more sophisticated suppliers surviving at the expense of 
those who fail: to adapt to the changing circumstances? to innovate? to improve their service 
levels? to reduce their costs? to forge strong relationships? to invest in technology and/or 
process improvement? The fact is that we have very little empirical evidence of why business 
relationships fail, yet in the commodity and own-label categories in food retailing they are 
failing every day. 
The relationship orientation to marketing is not a new phenomenon. It dates way back in time 
to the preindustrial period where producers and consumers interacted face-to-face with each 
other and developed emotional and structural bonds in their economic market behaviour. In 
addition, producers and consumers developed strong relationships that resulted in the 
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production of customised products made by craftsmen for individual customers and a 
preference to do business with someone who could be trusted. There is also evidence to 
suggest that these relationships continued for long periods of time and even generations as 
producers and consumers trusted each other's families and their clans (Sheth & Parvatiyar, 
1995). 
The relationship orientation to marketing gave way to a transactional orientation during the 
industrialisation period with the movement towards mass production. During this period 
middlemen appeared along with the marketing practices of sales, promotion and advertising. 
As such, the focus shifted towards aggressive selling rather than building relationships. Still, 
during this period not all relationships were transactional. Certain relationships in business 
markets were long-term and did not rely on competitive bidding (Sheth & Parvatiyar, 1995) as 
it was also observed at the first international industrial marketing and purchasing project 
(IMP1) conducted in 1976 (Hakansson & Snehota, 2000). 
During the 1980s, there was again a shift towards a relationship orientation with the growing 
recognition that customer retention was as important if not more so than gaining new 
consumers in an increasingly competitive environment. In addition, the movement towards 
total quality management made it necessary for suppliers and customers to work together to 
implement business practices. New developments in technology, in particular the advent of 
information systems, resulted in the redundancy of the middleman and greater efficiency in 
the supply chain as well as just-in-time supply arrangements between manufacturers and 
customers. The need to develop new products more efficiently and more effectively, with 
reduced lead times also forced companies to work more collaboratively in product 
development projects. Thus, by the 1990s it was evident that relationship marketing was just 
as important for business to business (13213) activity as it was for activities between businesses 
and consumers (132C) (Sheth & Parvatiyar, 1995). 
Over the past twenty years academic research has focussed increasingly on the evolving types 
of relationships between businesses, from arm's length dyadic transactions to vertically co- 
ordinated supply chain networks, with growing recognition that business relationships are not 
only economic exchanges but involve social exchange process and interaction between people 
and technology (Hakansson & Snehota, 2000). Distribution channel research shifted its focus 
from approaches used by individual firms, usually manufacturers, to co-ordinate channel 
activities, to collaborative approaches for improving the collective efforts of channel 
members. From the 1990s, this was driven by the increased power of retailers and the 
realisation that economic benefits could be achieved through the more effective exchange of 
information (Weitz & Jap, 1995). 
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For over a decade evidence has been accumulating of the economic benefits to buyers and 
suppliers from engaging in co-operative relationships, facilitated by information sharing and 
electronic supply chain linkages (Cannon & Homburg, 2001; Stank et al., 1999). This 
evidence points to the benefits of better and more frequent communication between trading 
partners, enabling suppliers to understand better the needs of their customers and identify 
opportunities for mutual benefit (Schultz & Evans, 2002). The adaptation of suppliers to the 
specific needs of their customers is shown to result in higher levels of trust and satisfaction on 
the part of the customer, which in turn leads to greater relationship continuity (Doney & 
Cannon, 1997; Selnes, 1998). 
A joint approach to problem-solving leads to functional conflict resolution, which is regarded 
as productive and beneficial to long-term relationships (Anderson & Narus, 1990). Trust 
between firms enables them to work together for mutual benefit without the fear of 
opportunistic behaviour. Moreover, the more committed the parties to their relationship the 
more effort they expend to make it work, thus enhancing the success of the relationship over 
time (Mohr & Spekman, 1994). 
The analysis of supply chain relationships is of particular relevance in the food retailing 
sector, in which the move towards closer supplier relationships over the past decade has 
prompted significant structural adjustment in most commodity sectors as supermarkets have 
sought to reduce their transaction costs and improve the transparency and integrity of their 
supply chains in line with the due diligence requirements of the 1990 Food Safety Act (Flynn 
et al., 2003; Hornibrook & Fearne, 2002; Renting et al., 2003). The suppliers that have 
survived this process of rationalisation are typically large pre-packers and/or processors with 
the resources to invest in meeting the needs of the supermarkets, who have been rewarded 
with volume growth (Duffy & Fearne, 2004). In many cases these suppliers have been given 
the status of category captains and have became more important to retailers, contributing a 
greater part of the retailer's business and offering exclusivity of supply, in an effort to 
differentiate themselves from the competition (Hingley, 2001). 
Despite this move towards closer relationships with fewer, larger, more sophisticated 
suppliers, supermarkets remain the dominant players in the UK food industry, willing and able 
to exert their influence when it suits their needs. In such an environment it is evident that co- 
operation and competition can and does co-exist (Duffy et al., 2003; Hingley, 2005a). Indeed, 
the Competition Commission investigation of UK supermarkets unearthed a plethora of 
allegations from suppliers about the behaviour of supermarkets in extracting lower prices, 
better terms of trade, discounts and cash contributions by threatening suppliers with delisting. 
Other practices concerning the behaviour of supermarkets towards their suppliers indicate that 
supermarkets tend to dictate terms and impose practices that transfer costs to suppliers (Duffy 
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et al., 2003). Moreover, it has been suggested that the price wars are and will continue to be 
the main strategy of retailers in the fight for market share (Moreau, 2004). This price 
competition will do little to foster collaborative relationships in supermarket supply chains. 
In addition, supplier-retailer relationships are of considerable current political significance in 
the UK. The recent report 'High Street Britain: 2015' presented by the House of Commons 
All-Party Small Shops Parliamentary Group recognised the ineffectiveness of the Code of 
Practice developed after the 2000 Competition Commission report because 'suppliers feel too 
intimidated. ' (House of Commons, 2006: 7 1). It refers to the widespread abuse of suppliers by 
larger competitors, whether intentionally or unintentionally, and recommends 'a revised code 
of practice between suppliers and retailers in the grocery (p. 73). 
In summary, the overwhelming majority of research on inter-organizational relationships to 
date has focussed on: 
the analysis of close, collaborative relationships (Cannon & Perreault, 1999; Dwyer 
et al., 1987; Ellram. & Hendrich, 1995; Fearne & Duffy, 2002; Fontenot & Wilson, 
1997; lacobucci & Hibbard, 1999; Lambert et al., 1996; Smith, 1997; Smith et al., 
1997; Wilson, 1995) 
the identification of pre-requisites for successful, long-term relationships (Andaleeb, 
1996; Anderson & Narus, 1990; Doney & Cannon, 1997; Ellram & Hendrich, 1995; 
Ganesan, 1994; Genevieve-Myhal et al., 2001; Geyskens et al., 1999; Kumar et al., 
1995; Lindgreen, 2000; Mohr & Spekman, 1994; Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Naude & 
Buttle, 2000) and 
the impact of relationships on performance (Bello et al., 2003; Cannon & Homburg, 
2001; Duffy & Fearne, 2004; Kalwani & Narayandas, 1995; Lusch & Brown, 1996; 
Noordewier et al., 1990) 
Few studies have focused on relationship dissolution and failed relationships (Bejou, 1997; 
Gronhaug et al., 1999; Hocutt, 1998; Pressey & Mathews, 2003; Stewart, 1998a; Tahtinen & 
Halinen-Kaila, 1997; Tahtinen & Halinen, 2002) or deteriorating relationships predisposed 
towards failure (Gassenheimer et al., 1998). Indeed, so little has been written about relational 
failure in business markets that some authors (Pressey & Mathews, 2003) argue there is a 
need to establish a theoretical and practical basis for this issue, not least because, in reality 
many close business relationships lead to unsatisfactory results and dissolve. 
To the author's knowledge, there is no published research on unsuccessful or ended 
relationships in UK supermarket supply chains, yet this is a sector in which structural change 
(on the supply side) and hyper-competition (on the demand side) is resulting in significant 
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casualties from the suppliers' perspective. This may be, to a large extent, inevitable, as 
supermarkets adjust their purchasing and supply chain strategies to gain competitive 
advantage. However, the decision over who survives and who does not and the process of 
reaching that decision, in the context of supermarket supply chains, has not been addressed at 
all in the academic literature. It is this gap in the literature which this study aims to fill, at least 
in part, by exploring the process of ended relationships in UK supermarket supply chains and 
the role of the economic and social dimension of relationships in precipitating or inhibiting 
the dissolution process. 
Apart from the theoretical value of shedding light on an area of research that has received 
little attention to date, there may be benefits to business organisations (who wish to avoid the 
costs associated with failed relationships) and policy-makers (who may be considering 
regulation of supermarket trading practices and the treatment of their suppliers). 
The focus of this research is on both the reasons for dissolution and the 'processual' character 
of change that leads to the dissolution outcome. This answers the call of those who suggest 
that more effort is required to understand the nature of critical interaction episodes and their 
effects on buyer-seller relationships (Schurr, 2004) irrespective of whether they have as an 
outcome the most radical change that is dissolution. 
The thesis is structured in seven chapters. The second chapter presents the context of the 
study, the UK supermarket sector, summarising the structure and business environment 
therein. The third chapter reviews the literature on relationships and their dissolution. The 
fourth chapter presents the research methodology and how the primary data was collected and 
analysed. Chapter five presents the key findings from the individual cases of ended 
relationships while chapter six presents a cross-case analysis and the revised conceptual 
framework in light of the case study findings. Chapter seven draws conclusions from the 
research undertaken, highlights the contribution to the academic literature and the limitations 
of this study and identifies potential areas for future research. 
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2 SUPERMARKETS & SUPPLY CHAIN RELATIONSHIPS: THE UK 
CONTEXT 
2.1 THE UK FOOD RETAILING INDUSTRY 
It is an important part of any research to establish the context in which the activity of interest 
is taking (or has taken) place. This is particularly in the case of this study, as the prevalence 
and process of relationship dissolution are likely to be affected by the market environment - 
industry structure, product/sector growth and the nature of supply chain relationships. The 
objective of this chapter is to describe the environment to which this study relates - the UK 
supermarket sector over the past decade -a period which has seen considerable growth in the 
market share and consolidation of supermarkets and substantial re-structuring in the number, 
size and scope of suppliers in own-label categories - fresh meat, fresh produce, and fresh 
dairy products. 
The chapter begins with a summary of the supermarket sector and the structure of supply 
chains in the key own-label (commodity) sectors. This is followed by a discussion of the role 
of buyer-supplier relationships in supermarket supply chains, drawing on evidence from the 
Competition Commission enquiry and the associated academic literature. 
2.1.1 The Structure of the UK Supermarket Sector and Retail Growth 
The UK grocery market is worth around fI l5blln (IGD, 2005) and 70% of retail food 
expenditure is concentrated in the top four supermarket chains - Tesco, Asda, Sainsbury's, 
Morrison's - (TNS, 2005). The UK food retail sector is considered one of the most dynamic 
and profitable retail sectors in the world but year on year growth has been declining over the 
past ten years (see Figure 2.1) and the competition for market share has intensified (IGD, 
2005), placing increasing pressure on retail prices and margins for all stakeholders in the 
supermarket supply chain. 
Figure 2.1: UK Grocery Market Performance: IGD (2005) 
140 
120 
loo 
80 
60 
40 
20 
0 
M maricet value YOY growth 
/ 
6 
S 
4 
3 
2 
r 
0 
>- 
R 
15 
-ý .ý .ý0ý 0ý .ý .ý. 
ý40 
1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 
Source: IGD website (www. iýzd. com) 
There are 104,753 grocery stores in the UK, split into 4 sectors, which are defined as follows 
(IGD, 2005): 
1. Convenience stores: stores with sales area of less than 3,000 sq ft, open for long hours 
and selling products from at least 8 different grocery categories, (eg SPAR, Co- 
operative Group, Londis). 
2. Traditional retail and developing convenience stores: sales area of less than 3,000 sq 
ft such as newsagents, grocers, off-licences, and some forecourts. 
3. Supermarkets and superstores: Supermarkets have a sales area of 3,000-25,000 sq ft 
selling a broad range of grocery items. Superstores have sales area above 25,000 sq ft, 
selling a broad range of mainly grocery items. Non-food is also sold (eg Tesco, Asda). 
4. Alternative channels: eg kiosks. markets, post offices, doorstep delivery, vending. 
home-shopping. 
The size of each sector is illustrated in Figure 2.2, which illustrates the importance of the 
multiple retailers (chains stores), who together account for almost 75% of total grocery sales. 
and the supermarket/superstore formats, which account for 83%. 
Figure 2.2: The Value of the Different UK Retail Sectors: IGD (2005) 
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What these statistics on the structure of UK food retailing illustrate is that multiple retailers 
have progressively equipped themselves to compete on scale, service and value for money and 
have developed procurement, merchandising and distribution systems to support this retail 
strategy. The vast majority of purchasing, merchandising, and marketing decisions are taken 
centrally and stores are replenished with stock from regional distribution centres which drive 
down the costs of distribution and drive up customer service levels (on-shelf availability) 
(IGD, 2005). 
The steady growth of overall supermarket sales masks a very different picture when you look 
at each of the major players in turn. Figure 2.3 shows the sales growth of the four major 
players (Tesco, Sainsbury's, Asda and Morrison's) with Tesco racing ahead of the pack, 
Sainsbury's and Asda fighting for second place and Morrison's significantly side-tracked by 
their acquisition of Safeway in 2002/3. 
Figure 2.3: Share of Total Grocery Expenditure, 1999-2005: TNS (2006) 
hill 11 111 111 
hill 
.............................................. ............................................ 
* ........................................ 
SaInsbLI, -I- . jfl - Sal 
In the context of this study, this data highlights the fiercely competitive environment that has 
been the feature of the UK food retailing sector for the period over which this study relates. 
Throughout this period Sainsbury's have been under pressure, initially from Tesco. as they 
struggled to compete with the choice, value and service of the UK's most successful food 
retailer, and then from Asda, who attacked the price-sensitive Sainsbury's shoppers who could 
no longer see any reason to shop there when an Asda store opened up near buy. Asda's 
strategy of Every Day Low Prices (EDLP) has had a significant impact on the trading 
environment, with all of the top four supermarkets being driven to compete on price, as well 
as quality, choice and service. As a result, the task for own-label suppliers has become 
increasingly difficult, as they are required to achieve economies of scale to drive down costs 
while continuing to develop new products and demonstrate their capacity to innovate in order 
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to help the retailer differentiate their offer to increasingly discerning supermarket shoppers 
(Fearne & Dedman, 2000). 
The merger of Morrison's and Safeway was a major environmental factor that occurred during 
the period to which this study relates, for three reasons: first, it signalled another step in the 
process of consolidation, with supermarket buying power becoming concentrated in the hands 
of fewer and fewer supermarket buyers; second, it marked a period of supply base 
rational i sati on, as Safeway suppliers were either merged with existing Morrison's suppliers or 
de-listed in an attempt to reap benefits from scale economies; and third, it resulted in 
additional pressure on supply chain relationships as Morrison's, a predominantly Northern 
supermarket chain struggled to integrate its new Safeway stores and their suppliers in the 
South and as a result lost significant market share to Tesco (IGD, 2005). 
Reference is made repeatedly in the empirical research which is presented later to the 
competitive environment and the lack of trust amongst smaller, own-label suppliers, of 
supermarket buyers. The environment clearly has a major impact on trust, not only the extent 
to which it actually exists but also how it is perceived. The fact is that almost every 
supermarket apart from Tesco has been under significant competitive pressure over the past 
decade and this has undoubtedly had a significant impact on their desire and ability to build 
trust with their smaller own-label suppliers. 
2.1.2 The Structure of UK Food Manufacturing 
The food manufacturing sector is much less concentrated than the retailing sector, with over 
8,000 companies employing over half a million people (see Table 2.1). 
Table 2.1: UK Food Manufacturing Companies: IGD (2002) 
Sector Businesses Sales Employment 
(Number) (EM) (000) 
Meat Processing 1,248 11,123 124 
Fish Processing 391 1,714 22 
Fruit & Vegetables 617 3,729 35 
Vegetable, animal 61 1,251 2 
oils and fats 
Dairy 637 7,092 42 
Grain Milling 156 3,040 14 
Animal Feed 571 4,566 18 
Misc. Food 3,606 18,973 218 
Beverages 816 13,016 59 
Tobacco 21 6,695 7 
Total 8,124 71,199 541 
Source: IGD website (www. igd. com) 
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However, the manufacturing sector has experienced a sustained period of rationalisation over 
the past decade, partly as a result of the increasingly competitive environment, which has 
resulted in plant closures and liquidation, and partly as a result of the pro-active rationalisation 
by supermarkets of their supply bases, in pursuit of reduced transaction costs and greater 
leverage through fewer transactions with larger, more sophisticated suppliers (Fearne & 
Dedman, 2000). Supplier rationalisation has meant that the major supermarkets now deal with 
a small number of core suppliers in each product area. These suppliers are typically large pre- 
packers or processors with the resources to invest in meeting the needs of the supermarkets. 
They are also the key link between farmers and the supermarkets and increasingly take 
responsibility for sourcing supplies and building global networks for year round supplies. In 
return these suppliers have been rewarded with volume growth (Duffy & Feame, 2004). 
The growing importance of the retailer-supplier link in the supply chain has resulted in closer 
relationships between these two parties. Key drivers for the development of closer 
relationships have included the need for retailers to reduce risk in response to the requirements 
of the Food Safety Act (1990), the need to develop quality own-label products in an effort to 
differentiate themselves from their competitors, and the need to reduce costs to remain 
competitive in a highly concentrated market. However, the main driver in recent years has 
been the introduction of the industry initiative Efficient Consumer Response (ECR) (Duffy & 
Feame, 2004). 
The principle of ECR is that by working together costs can be removed from the supply chain 
and value can be added to products by identifying and responding to consumer needs more 
effectively. In the effort to respond more effectively to consumer demand a number of 
retailers have introduced the concept of category management to their suppliers. This requires 
suppliers to have a greater understanding of the final consumer and the market situation so 
that they supply retailers with products that the consumer wants, and in this way sales and 
profits in the category can be maximised. In some cases retailers have appointed one supplier 
to be the category leader or "category captain. " This supplier might be the sole supplier in a 
category to a retailer or might be the main link between the retailer and other suppliers. 
Increasingly retailers rely on these first-tier suppliers to co-ordinate the supply obtained from 
primary producers and ensure that these growers and farmers comply with the specifications 
set by the retailers concerning food safety and quality assurance (Duffy & Feame, 2004). 
A generic supermarket supply chain structure is presented in Figure 2.4, which illustrates the 
diversity of channels upstream from the first-tier suppliers (processors, packers, marketing 
organisations). 
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Figure 2.4: Generic Structure of UK Supermarket Supply Chains: Duffy & Fearne 
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Supply chain 1 consists of growers or farmers that are members of a co-operative or producer 
group. These primary producers will sell their output to a processor, pre-packer or marketing 
agent who then supplies the multiple retailers. Some of the primary producers' output will 
also be sold to the wholesale market. Agents or brokers might purchase this output from the 
wholesale market, particularly in the meat sectors, and supply the first-tier suppliers who 
supply the multiple retail market. This type of supply chain is common in the meat and fresh 
produce sectors, where wholesale markets still remain and where producer controlled 
organisations have developed to benefit from economies of scale, without taking the step into 
value-added processing. Top fruit, soft fruit, beef and lamb would be the most prevalent 
sectors in which these supply chains continue to represent a significant proportion of 
supermarket supplies. 
Supply chain 2 comprises primary producers that might be viewed as being "outside" the 
supermarket supply chain. This is because they sell their produce through the wholesale 
market or to agents that do not supply the multiple retailers directly. This kind of supply chain 
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represents a very small proportion of retail sales, as retailers moved towards rationalised 
supply bases and prefer to deal with producer groups and large-scale units, whilst 
simultaneously reducing their dependence on wholesale markets due to problems associated 
with quality and traceability. However, there is a significant number of small-scale livestock, 
dairy and fruit farmers who find themselves in this supply chain. 
Supply chain 3 comprises large primary producers that pack and market their own product and 
supply the multiple retailers directly. However, it is likely that for some of the larger multiple 
retailers the large independent farmers will supply these customers indirectly through a first- 
tier supplier. These farmers will also send some of their output to the wholesale market and 
might supplement their own supply with output purchased from other farmers. This kind of 
supply chain is almost exclusively found in the fresh produce sector, in which large-scale 
producers of brassicas, field vegetables and salad crops have been encouraged to vertically 
integrate and focus increasingly on supplying specific (ie differentiated) products on an 
exclusive basis to supermarkets seeking a unique selling proposition in these categories. 
Finally, supply chain 4 comprises vertically integrated supply chains in which companies are 
involved in the production, processing, packing and marketing of their output. In some cases 
these companies may draw the balance of their supply from independent farmers or from 
brokers. These companies supply the multiple retailers directly or might market some of their 
output through another first-tier supplier. This kind of supply chains are prevalent in the meat 
sector and to a lesser extent in the dairy sector, where the options for differentiation and 
value-adding activities are greater than in the fresh produce sector, as is the level of 
investment required. 
The nature of trading relationships in these supply chains and the degree of collaboration 
between trading partners varies considerably between sectors and over time. Generally 
speaking, the more differentiated the product and/or the service the greater the collaboration, 
particularly for own-label products, where supply chain four has become the dominant 
structure, in which dedicated suppliers work increasingly closely and exclusively with 
individual retailers. The temporal perspective is important because trading relationships 
evolve over time and are largely determined by strategic objectives. Thus, UK supermarkets 
have tried to develop their own-label offerings to compete with branded products and attract 
new shoppers into destination categories and as such they have recognised the need to invest 
in strategic supply networks in support of their corporate objectives (Duffy & Fearne, 2004). 
2.2 THE NATURE OF COLLABORATION IN SUPERMARKET SUPPLY CHAINS 
Even though the concept of supply chain collaboration has become popular, in practice there 
are few examples of integrated supply chains (Tan et al., 1999). This is because it is often not 
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feasible or appropriate for a firm to develop close linkages with all firms throughout the 
length of the supply chain but to develop relationships with the closest member in the chain. 
Therefore supply chain collaboration involves identifying the supply chain members with 
whom it is critical to link as a firm does not have the resources to develop close linkages with 
all firms in its supply chain (Lambert et al., 1998). This is also the way in which supply chain 
partnerships have evolved in the retail food chain, with retailers focusing on their relationship 
with suppliers, either manufacturers of branded or own-label grocery products or 
processors/packers of commodity lines, and the latter developing their relationship(s) with 
raw material and ingredient suppliers (Duffy & Feame, 2004). 
Supply chain partnerships developed between food retailers and their suppliers are not 
necessarily exclusive and rarely contractual relationships. Instead, they may described as 
"... some arrangement between buyer(s) and seller(s), entered into freely, to facilitate a 
mutually satisfying exchange over time, and which leaves the operation and control of the 
businesses substantially independent! ' (Hughes, 1994). There are four key aspects of this 
definition: partnerships are entered into 'freely' - partners do have a choice, although the 
downstream options may be becoming increasingly limited, given the dominance of 
supermarkets in the retail food chain 
" partnerships must offer 'mutual' benefits - these are many and varied and their 
distribution is one of the key problem areas in the life-cycle of supply chain partnerships 
" these benefits occur 'over time' - what distinguishes partnerships from purely 
transactional relationships, such as open market 'spot trading', is the time dimension of 
the payback, which we generally associate with investment and a strategic, rather than 
opportunistic, approach to the way we manage the relationships with customers and 
suppliers 
partners remain 'substantially independent' - what distinguishes vertical partnerships 
from vertical integration is the lack of equity sharing and the absence of contractual 
obligations, which allows much greater flexibility in the nature and scope of the 
relationship between partners 
Thus, supply chain partnerships represent efforts to achieve goals that individual firms acting 
alone could not attain easily. For example, in the context of the retail food chain, initiatives 
such as ECR seek to achieve cost savings through reduced inventory and waste and increased 
revenue through more effective promotions, product assortments and new product 
introductions. This is not possible if retailers do not share information on consumer demand 
and plan promotions in collaboration with suppliers, to ensure the availability of products 
(Duffy & Fearne, 2004). Coordination and information exchange was also enabled with the 
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advent of information systems such as Collaborative Planning, Forecasting and 
Replenishment (CPFR) systems, through which retailers and manufacturers share real-time 
information on sales and stocks by store and Regional Distribution Centre (RDC), and as a 
result the parties realise benefits in the form of customer service, inventory management and 
waste reduction (Stank et al., 1999). 
Concentration in the food retail sector means that retailers are in a position of power relative 
to their suppliers. Even though branded manufacturers are also in a position of power given 
the brand equity and consumer loyalty, suppliers of commodity products are less able to 
differentiate their products at the consumer level and so are in a weaker bargaining position as 
they can only differentiate themselves in terms of price. Although the supply base 
rationalisation has led to fewer suppliers dealing with their customers this does not mean that 
supermarkets lost their power advantage. They are still able to switch volumes between 
suppliers and as such commodity suppliers are often forced to accept lower prices in order to 
achieve volume growth with consequences on their short-term and long-term profitability 
(Duffy & Fearne, 2004). 
Therefore suppliers in commodity sectors need to find ways to add value to the product or 
service so that they can differentiate themselves from their competitors. This can be achieved 
through innovation which may be difficult for commodity suppliers but still consumers' 
demand for greater convenience offers significant opportunities for growth in certain areas, 
such as ready prepared vegetables (Fearne & Hughes, 1999). However, innovation is difficult 
to achieve and exploit in commodity sectors which offer low margins for suppliers and in 
which the benefits for first movers on new products (varieties, preparation and packaging) are 
limited and easily imitated. For this reason, suppliers also need to differentiate themselves 
from their competitors in terms of the service they offer retailers. One area that Fearne & 
Hughes (1999) suggest is product knowledge as this is one of the few areas where suppliers 
can and should have an advantage over their customers. As such, market knowledge offers 
suppliers one of the few remaining sources of countervailing power in commodity sectors 
(Duffy & Fearne, 2004). 
2.3 THE DECLINE IN SUPERMARKET RELATIONSHIPS AND THE EMERGENCE 
OF CONFLICT IN SUPERMARKET SUPPLY CHAINS 
The concentration of the food retail sector means that the major retailers control access to 
consumers and that they are increasingly in a position to exercise their power. This is because 
suppliers need to have access to such big distribution outlets. As such, the power of 
supermarkets and the historical lack of trust at any level of the food chain has been a major 
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barrier to the adoption of supply chain management within supermarket supply chains (Duffy 
& Fearne, 2004). 
Evidence of excessive retailer power was highlighted in November 1999 when the 
supermarket chain Safeway attempted to pass the costs of an in-store promotion onto farmers. 
Suppliers and growers with direct supply contracts were asked for a E20.000 donation per 
product line towards the promotion, which Safeway said would guarantee the availability of 
its key products (NFU Press Release, ITh November 1999). 
Safeway was heavily criticised by the National Farmers Union who stated that it was "morally 
wrong" to expect the producer to fund the needs of the supply chain, particularly when the 
payment was suggested at a time of severe hardship within the industry. Although Safeway 
assured the NFU that suppliers were being asked to help fund the scheme on a voluntary basis, 
the NFU responded by stating that in the climate of increased competition between retailers 
and supplier rationalisation, smaller growers felt under intense pressure to contribute and were 
afraid of commercial reprisals if they did not (NFU Press Release, 170'November 1999). 
The NFU reported the incident to the Competition Commission who were already conducting 
an investigation into supermarkets operations. This was in response to public concerns, raised 
by the Director General of Fair Trading, who said that the public perceived the price of 
groceries in the UK to be higher than in other comparable EU countries and the USA. In 
addition, an apparent disparity between the farm-gate and retail prices was seen as evidence 
by some that retailers were profiting from the crisis in the farming industry and concerns were 
also being raised that large out-of-town supermarkets were contributing to the decay of the 
high street in many towns. Following the complaints by the NFU regarding the action taken 
by Safeway, the Competition Commission said that the treatment of suppliers by supermarkets 
would be examined further during its inquiry into supermarkets (NFU Press Release, 1" 
February 2000). 
2.3.1 Issues Raised in the Competition Conunission Report 
The Competition Commission's investigation of supermarkets examined a number of 
practices in the industry. One group of practices concerned the pricing of grocery products. 
The second concerned actions by the supermarkets in their relationships with their suppliers. 
The report on supermarkets was published in October 2000 and concluded that it was satisfied 
that the industry was broadly competitive and that excessive prices were not being charged or 
excessive profits earned. 
However, the report recommended a legally binding code of practice to govern relationships 
between retailers and suppliers. This was deemed necessary as during the investigation the 
Competition Commission received many allegations from suppliers about the behaviour of the 
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supermarkets in the course of their trading relationships. Supermarkets were presented with a 
list of 52 alleged practices and asked to identify which practices they had engaged in during 
the last five years. The Competition Commission found that a majority of these practices were 
carried out by many of the supermarkets. These included requests from some of their suppliers 
for various non-cost related payments or discounts; imposing charges; making changes to 
contractual arrangements without adequate notice and unreasonably transferring risks from the 
supermarket to the supplier (Duffy et al., 2003). 
The Competition Commission concluded that these types of practices, when carried out by 
any of the major buyers, could adversely affect the competitiveness of some of their suppliers 
and distort competition in the supplier market. The result would be that suppliers would be 
less likely to invest and would spend less on new product development and innovation, 
leading to lower quality products and less consumer choice. Some of the practices were also 
believed to give the major supermarket buyers substantial advantages over other smaller 
retailers, whose competitiveness could suffer as a result, again leading to a reduction in 
consumer choice. The conclusion of the report was to introduce a legally binding code of 
practice to govern relationships between retailers and suppliers to address these adverse 
effects caused by the undue exercise of buyer power (Duffy et al., 2003). 
A significant consequence of the enquiry was the adoption of a voluntary code of practice in 
March 2002 by the four largest UK supermarkets (Tesco, Sainsbury's, Asda and Safeway), 
designed to improve relationships with their suppliers and establish a relationship climate of 
trust and mutual commitment and upon which greater collaboration might be established. It is 
too early to say whether the voluntary code will make a difference to the dominant sentiments 
that exist in relationships between retailers and their suppliers, but it clearly signals a 
recognition that sustainable competitive advantage requires all firms within the supply chain 
to consider the implications of their own decisions on other supply chain stakeholders, both 
upstream suppliers and downstream customers (Duffy & Fearne, 2004). 
Supermarkets have become the dominant players in the UK food retail supply chain in the last 
twenty years and as a result have drawn considerable attention from the media and the 
Government in terms of the way they use their power in relation to their suppliers. Despite 
therefore the growing interest in the role of partnerships and the movement towards greater 
collaboration in the UK retail sector (Duffy, 2002; Hingley, 2001; Zanquetto-Filho et al., 
2003) the reality suggests that there is also unfairness and lack of mutual sharing of rewards 
demonstrating that co-operation and competition can co-exist (Duffy et al., 2003; Hingley, 
2005a). 
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2.4 FOOD SAFETY AND LOCAL SOURCING: DRIVERS OF INTEGRITY IN 
SUPPLY CHAIN RELATIONSHIPS 
In addition to the Competition Commission enquiry and the on-going monitoring of 
supermarkets and their abuse of excessive market power, two additional factors have emerged 
as significant drivers of vertical co-ordination in food supply chains: food safety and local 
sourcing. 
2.4.1 Food Safety 
The 1980s saw the first attempts by retailers and processors to work more closely together 
and in turn to develop stronger links with primary producers. However, the early initiatives 
met with limited success, particularly when retailers had earned a reputation for being 
opportunistic and unscrupulous in their dealings with their trading partners - accusations that 
have been made of processors and producers alike. A distinct lack of trust, a fiercely 
competitive market, considerable excess capacity in the processing sector and a deeply rooted 
tradition of independence amongst producers were proving major hurdles in the pursuit of 
greater co-ordination. What was required was a catalyst and it came from an unlikely source - 
the British Government - who, implementing EU Directives on food safety and hygiene 
standards (necessary for the establishment of the Single European Market in 1992) passed the 
1990 Food Safety Act, which many observers believe has been the single most important 
factor contributing to the growth of partnership arrangements throughout the 1990s. 
The Food Safety Act effectively implemented EU Directive 89/397, which required member 
states to draw up national legislation to harmonise food safety standards across the EU. In 
implementing the EU Directive, the UK Government took the opportunity to tackle the rising 
public health concerns, following the outbreaks of salmonella in eggs and lysteria in cheese, 
in the late 1980s. The Act was intended to induce those involved in the food industry to 
improve their handling practices by strengthening the power of enforcement, introducing 
tougher penalties and increasing the legal responsibility for ensuring that food conforms to 
the provisions of the Act. 
The major legal change was the introduction of the concept of due diligence. This means 
those engaged in food handling must be pro-active in their efforts to ensure that food in their 
possession conforms to the provisions of the Act. Previous legislation allowed buyers in the 
supply chain to use the so-called 'warranty' defence. This only required buyers to prove that 
the food was not compromised while it was under their control. This allowed a buyer to be 
passive about the food received in a transaction from an upstream supplier. Moreover, an 
invoice was deemed to be a warranty. Thus, after satisfying the court that the food was 
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handled properly on the premises the firm simply had to supply an ordinary purchase invoice 
to fulfil its legal responsibility. 
The 1990 Food Safety Act requires buyers to take all 'reasonable steps' to ensure that the 
food they receive from upstream suppliers is safe. It also means that upstream firms need to 
monitor more carefully their food handling to satisfy their downstream customers. The 
critical word in the definition of due diligence is 'reasonable'. This is sufficiently vague that 
it has encouraged retailers to take extraordinary steps to ensure the safety of products 
reaching them from their suppliers. If their desire to develop own-label products had 
encouraged them to take a greater interest in what was happening upstream, the 1990 Food 
Safety Act compelled them to effectively take control, by instituting stringent quality 
assurance programs with their suppliers, with a particular emphasis on traceability. In effect, 
risk management took over from added value as the key driver for greater co-ordination in 
the food supply chain. 
Retailers drew up codes of practice, covering all aspects of primary production and issued 
them to their suppliers. The industry responded by developing generic farm assurance 
schemes. The first of these was Farm Assured Scotch Livestock (FASQ, set up in 1990 and 
this was soon followed by Farm Assured Welsh Lamb (FAWL) and Farm Assured British 
Beef and Lamb (FABL), Assured Produce, Assured Cereals and Assured Milk, all of which 
now come under the umbrella of the British Farm Standard and cover the same critical 
factors: 
Traceability 
Inputs (feeding and the use of agro-chemicals) 
Animal Health 
Animal Welfare 
Transport and handling 
Most of the major supermarkets now require all primary products to come from suppliers 
who are members of a recognised farm assurance scheme. The hope is that these schemes 
will increase the integrity of retail food supply chains and support the considerable brand 
loyalty that the major supermarkets have built with their customers. However, they also risk 
placing additional pressure on smaller suppliers, many of whom struggle with the investment 
of time and money to comply with standards and procedures which many regard as 
unnecessarily stringent. Non-compliance is not an option for would-be or existing 
supermarket suppliers but in seeking to do so many have fallen by the wayside as market 
returns have fallen as a result of the competitive market environment whilst the costs of 
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production have effectively increased as a result of the drive for greater transparency and 
integrity in the supply chain (Feame & Dedman, 2000). 
2.41 Local Sourcing 
Concentration in UK food retailing has resulted in supermarkets (and their suppliers) focusing 
on scale and efficiency in production and distribution (rationalisation of supply base but also 
of product lines, as non-food items take up growing share of supermarket space). Yet, 
increasing fragmentation of consumer demand has resulted in growing interest in 
regional/local foods, farmers markets, box schemes and greater choice within supermarkets. 
Many supermarkets have become caught between stocking and supporting local/regional 
foods for competitive advantage (ie doing it properly) and merely paying lip service to it, 
given the Government strategy for sustainable food and farming and the growing (but still 
small) awareness and concern amongst consumers about sustainability issues, particularly 
provenance (food miles) and ethics (the exploitation by large/powerful supermarkets of 
small/weak suppliers). 
This ambivalence towards local food on the part of some, primarily the larger, supermarkets 
may be coming under increasing pressure, but the fact is that the greatest progress to date has 
come from the smaller supermarket chains and convenience stores, where 'local' stands a 
much better chance of making an impact on the consumer, either because of the store size and 
location (ie smaller stores in the centre of a town rather than hypermarkets on a retail park) or 
the overall retail strategy being adopted (ie niche/ethical as opposed to discount/volume). 
In general the supermarket approach to local sourcing is encapsulated in the description 
provided on the Tesco website (www. tesco. com): 
"We source a large number of products from producers across the UK. We aim to stock 
locally produced food wherever it is available, of the right quality and where there is 
customer demand. All products, no matter what their origin, must meet the same high 
technical, quality and welfare standards in order to meet our customers' expectations. " 
Products with clearly identified provenance are beginning to be included within the high 
quality, premium price sub-brands of multiple retailers (eg Sainsbury's 'Taste the Difference' 
range which now sells full fat Guernsey milk, identified as being from the Lake District). 
Small producers are often very innovative and supermarkets have found that they are able to 
produce high quality products suited to marketing through premium ranges. 
Regional level sourcing is more common than local sourcing and many supermarkets are 
implementing regional/local sourcing frameworks and putting managers for those initiatives 
in place on a region by region basis, or even taking local sourcing initiatives forward 
according to demand in individual stores. Such approaches are most established for Scotland 
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and Wales, where produce is usually identified at a national level. However, local/regional 
sourcing is also increasing in importance within other regions, such as the Northwest (eg 
Asda's Taste of the Lakes initiative) and the Southwest (eg Tesco's West Country meat 
range). There is often no blueprint approach applied even within one retail chain, let alone 
between them. In some cases local products are stocked just in one store, in other cases the 
offer might be made at a regional level. 
Waitrose have arguably led the way amongst the multiples, in terms of their approach to 
local/regional sourcing, and have developed several specific initiatives to enable them to work 
effectively with small, local and regional producers to offer customers the best quality goods. 
They have developed a "Locally Produced" label which can be used to highlight products 
which represent the finest locally produced food (produced within a 30 mile radius of the 
store). There are hundreds of lines within the range and Waitrose is keen to add more. 
However, such approaches clearly affect only a small number of products within the total 
supermarket offer. 
Booth's, who operate a relatively small regionally based supermarket chain in the Northwest 
of England, have included a policy of sourcing locally and regionally wherever possible at the 
core of the whole marketing position of their chain. The policy is designed to support the 
"destinational" marketing of the supermarket as a whole by providing a reason (alongside 
promotion of quality, a strong wine and beer offer etc. ) why customers should choose to come 
into the supermarket in the first place. This contrasts with the approach taken by many other 
retailers who regard local/regional sourcing as providing choice within product types to 
customers inside the supermarket. 
What is interesting about the growing interest in local and regional foods is that it presents 
supermarkets with a challenge - how to source local foods within the centralised purchasing 
and distribution system? and suppliers with an opportunity - to differentiate their products and 
create consumer loyalty through provenance. If consumer demand for local/regional foods is 
sufficiently strong, then this will give local suppliers disproportional and countervailing 
bargaining power. However, if supermarkets fail to adapt their procurement and distribution 
systems it is likely to result in another source of conflict, as supermarkets seek a local 
sourcing solution that is unsustainable for smaller suppliers (Vorley et al., 2005). 
2.5 CONCLUSION 
Even though relationships in the UK supermarket supply chains have received attention with 
research investigating their changed collaborative nature and more recently aspects of use of 
power and unfairness there is no research that studies relationships that have ended. The 
movement of food retailers towards rationalised supply bases suggests that some relationships 
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had to end. The need for greater transparency and supply chain integrity has exposed many 
smaller suppliers, unable to meet the rising standards of food safety and quality assurance that 
supermarkets demand, yet the growing demand for local and regional foods is forcing 
supermarkets to look more closely at the way they source certain products from certain 
suppliers. Thus, is relationship dissolution an inevitable part of retail strategy and the 
changing retail environment or are there other issues to understand and explain? The objective 
of this research is to explore the process of ended relationships in UK supermarket supply 
chains and the role of the relationship (economic and social dimension) in precipitating or 
inhibiting the dissolution process. 
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3 LITERATURE REVIEW 
This chapter reviews the literature on buyer-supplier relationships and the dissolution thereof. 
In an effort to describe the field that examines exchange relationships from a relational 
perspective use will be made of writings from the main research streams that have contributed 
to what has been called relationship marketing (RM) complemented by selected reviews of 
those bodies of literature. 
3.1 RELATIONSHIP MARKETING 
The roots of relationship marketing stem from the services marketing and marketing channel 
literature, the purchasing literature and the interaction and network approach to industrial 
marketing developed by the Industrial Marketing and Purchasing (IMP) group (Coviello et al., 
1997; Gronroos, 1996; Moller & Halinen, 2000; Olsen & Ellram, 1997). 
The change that researchers identified in the nature of buyer-supplier relationships, from 
adversarial to increasingly collaborative, reflects a fundamental shift in the way businesses 
perceive their relationships with other businesses as a source of competitive advantage, with 
the automotive industry leading the way. 
Webster (1992) notes the shifting managerial practice and the advent of new organizational 
types and different buyer-supplier relationships, such as partnerships and strategic alliances. 
He argues that the Japanese automobile manufacturers, and in particular Toyota, in the effort 
to compete in the North American market, were the first to understand that quality and low 
cost depended to a large extent on a system of strategic partnerships with a small number of 
suppliers who are involved in the early stages of the development of the product and use just- 
in-time delivery systems. 
Aijo (1996) also explains that RM was born from the recognition that relationships were 
important in services and industrial marketing as well as from the transformation of 
businesses due to the changes in the environment. 
It is also believed that the increasing interest in RM implies that marketing theorists observed 
marketing reality and the essentials of marketing. Japanese keiretsus, Chinese guanxies, trade 
between friends and relationships in the local pub have existed for a very long time but 
marketing theorists have been slow to realize their importance (Gummesson et al., 1997), such 
was their initial obsession with consumers. 
It was the IMP group, in the 1980s, through their inductive 'discovery' of relationships in 
industrial markets, who placed particular emphasis on the interaction between buyers and 
sellers and relationships in networks. The focus then became on how relationships are rather 
than how they should be (Mattsson, 1997). Services marketing researchers also thought that 
31 
the marketing of services needed a different approach to the marketing mix approach 
(Mattsson, 1997; Moller & Halinen, 2000) due to the inseparability between production, 
delivery and consumption of services which makes the buyer-seller interaction an important 
marketing task (Aijo, 1996). Concepts such as service quality, customer retention and 
interaction between buyer and seller were first introduced in services marketing research and 
then became important aspects of relationship marketing (Mattsson, 1997) while it was argued 
that consumers' quality experiences and their satisfaction with the service are primarily the 
outcome of the interaction relationship between the personnel and the consumer (Moller & 
Halinen, 2000). 
The marketing channel literature has focused on understanding interorganisational interactions 
within distribution channels. The major focus of empirical research in this area has been 
understanding power, dependence and conflict (Reve & Stem, 1979) constructs that are 
central in explaining business relationships but from a negative point of view. After a while 
researchers introduced elements from social exchange theory, such as trust, commitment and 
relational norms, to accompany dependence, power and conflict and applied relationship 
marketing principles to distribution channels (Frazier, 1999; Lambe et al., 2001). 
The logistics function, with its focus on co-ordinating the movement of products, services and 
information up and down the distribution channel, has played a leading role in the growing 
interest in and importance of supply chain management and the study of supply chain 
partnerships (Cooper et al., 1997; Lambert & Cooper, 2000). The purchasing literature has 
also contributed to supply chain management thinking given the recognition of the importance 
of the supplier to the manufacturer (Tan, 2001). As such, supply chain management with its 
holistic approach complemented the work of others, since the management of buyer-supplier 
relationships was also seen as key for the management of the supply chain (Croom et al., 
2000; Lambert & Cooper, 2000). 
Finally, research that belongs to the database and direct marketing area is primarily practice 
based and refers to business-to-consumer relationships. It focuses on enhancing customer 
loyalty through the use of information technology and targeted marketing efforts (Coviello et 
al., 1997; Moller & Halinen, 2000). This marketing approach is believed to have a 
transactional nature even though it is somewhat personalized. This is because the duration of 
the exchange is discrete and communication is from firms to individuals rather than between 
individuals and firms (Pels et al., 2000). Still, consumers other than those of services, become 
loyal to brands or stores and this loyalty represents a relational phenomenon (Jacoby & Kyner, 
1973). As such, information technology can be used to prioritise certain consumer segments, 
provide information to consumers and facilitate the interaction (Sheth & Parvatiyar, 1995) but 
existing marketing knowledge can also be used to build customer loyalty. 
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All these streams of research have contributed to the RM thinking given their focus on 
understanding and explaining the functioning of business markets from the perspective of 
interactive buyer-seller relationships and related networks, services marketing relationships 
and dyadic behaviour in the channel context (Moller & Halinen, 2000). However, it is not 
easy to identify in detail the contribution to knowledge from each stream, as several authors 
have concluded from their own reviews (Coviello et al., 1997; Mattsson, 1997; Moller & 
Halinen, 2000; Olsen & Ellram, 1997). What is evident is that the proliferation of RM 
research has increased our understanding of customer retention, the characteristics and 
benefits of partnerships, antecedents, consequences and ways to measure RM constructs and 
how to manage relationships (Ambler & Styles, 2000; Mattsson, 1997; Moller & Halinen, 
2000; Olsen & Ellram, 1997). 
It is proposed here that the essence of RM is that long-term (but not enduring at any cost) 
relationships are a key ingredient to the success of organisations, individually and collectively 
(Gronroos, 1997; Gunimesson, 1994) and that relationships, if managed properly, can have 
important benefits for the parties involved. However, it is also proposed that a relationship is a 
complex phenomenon (Lehtinen, 1996) and that it involves both a socio-emotional and an 
economic dimension (see section 3.2). 
This is a view supported by Ford & Havila (2003), who argue that some of the marketing and 
purchasing literature ignores the 'real world' by suggesting that business relationships can 
become partnerships where mutuality of interest, appropriate attitudes and good management 
can overcome the problems of different assessments and aspirations between customer and 
supplier. They therefore argue that business relationships are perhaps best viewed as an arena 
in which a number of interaction episodes take place, driven by the separate assessments of a 
number of individuals in each of the companies about the past, current and potential value of 
the relationships and by the problems that they recognize in and between the companies and 
elsewhere in the surrounding network. 
Thus, instead of trying to restrict the RM domain we can accept that relationship management 
lies at the heart of marketing which means that all activities, regardless of the marketing 
action, should be approached as matters of relationship management (Stone & Mason, 1997). 
It may also not be appropriate to restrict RM to the study of collaborative relationships only 
(Sheth & Parvadyar, 1995) because this view ignores the complexity of the phenomenon. 
Moreover, the existence of trust and commitment which are main concepts in RM does not 
always demonstrate a strong or true relationship between the buyer and the seller, given the 
many ways with which the customer can trust or be committed to the supplier (Li1jander & 
Roos, 2002). Similarly, real business practice suggests that there is not a uniform view of 
what is a good relationship (Naude & Buttle, 2000). 
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Therefore, it is argued that more research is needed on the way relationships operate, since 
according to the IMP group relationships evolve and change continuously through the 
interaction process (Hakansson & Snehota, 2000), influenced by the environment within 
which they operate and the management of business relationships is not a linear process 
towards some ideal state but is more about coping with different circumstances at different 
times and in different ways, some of which will be constructive and some of which will 
damage the relationship (Ford et al., 1998). There is thus a need for understanding real 
business practice and the challenges organisations face in order to understand how buyer- 
supplier relationships function under different circumstances. 
The previous discussion comes close to the more general definition of relationship marketing 
offered by Gummesson (1994) who, in the effort not to limit the RM phenomenon but to use it 
as a useful perspective in approaching marketing, states that it is the marketing approach 
based on relationships, interaction and networks. Gronroos (1996) also brings relationship 
marketing and marketing together when he argues that marketing is concerned with the 
management of the firm's market relationships. 
The above discussion is also consistent with the views of those authors who acknowledge the 
fluidity of relationships and the relationship as something that never stays the same (Smith & 
Higgins, 2000) and who urge RM researchers to think beyond relationships as always being 
functional when they have certain properties and to acknowledge that there might be more 
than one truth about relationships which can be better understood when explored with the use 
of more qualitative techniques (Shrivastava & Kale, 2003). Even though these views come 
from those who focus on the application of RM to consumer markets it could be argued that 
the criticism applies to RM in general and complements the arguments put forward by the 
IMP group, since it is acknowledged that a relationship can contain trust, commitment, 
mistrust and antipathy at different times and in different proportions (Smith & Higgins, 2000). 
It seems therefore that each relationship is unique to some extent and trying to understand 
their complex nature is important. As such, it may be possible to identify in the literature what 
is a true or good relationship but this may not necessarily reflect the way the customer 
perceives relationships (Akerlund, 2004). 
Relationship marketing has a long tradition but still a long way to go before it becomes a well 
understood area. With this in mind it was decided not to adopt a specific definition of the term 
"relationship". Rather it was considered as more appropriate to demonstrate the complexity 
and diversity of relationships which shows that a relationship between companies is a given 
and the actors do not face the choice of whether or not to have a relationship with each other. 
Rather the nature of the relationship is not a given but a variable that can take many values 
and in many cases relationships may exhibit conflicting characteristics (eg both co-operation 
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and competition) at the same time (Ford et al., 1998: 8). It also seems that the relationship is 
something complex and dynamic, important to manage but also difficult given that it involves 
people who interact and interpret things differently, multiple firms in an interdependent 
network and an environment that never stays the same. 
There is also a debate that relationship marketing should more appropriately be used when the 
focus is on the actions that supplier companies undertake in order to maintain the relationship 
and therefore is a one-sided process with an active seller and a passive buyer whereas 
relationship management involves both parties which are more committed to the process of 
managing interactions (Naude, 2005). Still, the debate is not as important as the fact that both 
terms identify the importance of relationships to the companies. 
Moving from the general concept of relationships and relationship marketing, the specific 
literature review undertaken for the purpose of this study brings together knowledge about the 
way the relationship is maintained and what is known from its dissolution. The purpose of 
reviewing the literature on business relationships is to a) identify relevant and focussed 
research propositions, consistent with the broad research objectives and b) enable the 
formulation of a conceptual framework. With these two aims in mind, it was deemed 
necessary to explore two key areas: 
a) The reasons why relationships endure and the structures (motives, characteristics) that 
enable relationships to evolve, survive and prosper; and 
b) The factors that contribute to the weakening of business relationships and the process by 
which relationships dissolve. 
This is because relationship maintenance and relationship dissolution complement each other. 
If we know the reasons for the dissolution of the relationship then we learn how to maintain it. 
If we know how to maintain the relationship then we may avoid its dissolution. 
The review used multiple sources for understanding the maintenance and dissolution of 
relationships. It therefore combined studies from research in distribution channels and 
industrial marketing, the business-to-business and business-to-consumer service context, as 
well as selected studies that focus on relationships in food supply chains. Use was also made 
of studies on customer loyalty. In an effort to understand relationship dissolution the review 
combined most of the limited but evolving research that explores the ending of commercial 
relationships in a business-to-business and business-to-consumer service context, a 
distribution channel or industrial marketing context. Use was also made of studies from the 
dissolution of interpersonal relationships and studies that do not deal specifically with 
relationship dissolution but with events that trigger change in relationships. 
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The review was conducted with the belief that if RM is a fragmented field then it is better to 
search in many places that explore the same topic. This is true for both relationship 
development and relationship dissolution. Moreover, there are those who argue that 
relationship marketing constructs are not well defined (Lehtinen, 1996) and there is the need 
for more conceptual clarity among important constructs such as trust and commitment and the 
establishment of common definitions (Ambler & Styles, 2000; Olsen & Ellram, 1997). This 
suggests that we cannot rely on the view of a small group of researchers to gain a 
comprehensive understanding of commitment, a notion central in explaining relationship 
maintenance, but there is a need to look across studies in the effort to capture as many views 
as possible which may lead to a better understanding of the concept. At the same time if 
relationship dissolution is a new research area then there is the need to review the literature 
broadly to identify as many useful ideas as possible. 
3.2 EXPLAINING RELATIONSHIP MAINTENANCE 
Each company relies on customers and suppliers for its existence within the marketplace. This 
means that companies engage in relationships with other companies and deal with each other 
for the exchange of products, services and money (Ford et al., 1998: xi). It is however 
suggested that there is no such a thing as an ideal relationship. Effective relationships can 
exist irrespective of their nature but the appropriate type of relationship depends on the 
objectives of the actors involved, the tasks to be performed and the environment in which the 
relationship operates (Wilkinson & Young, 1996). Thus, if effective relationships can exist 
irrespective of their nature then this means that they can also be long-term as long as the 
interaction and outcomes meet the parties' objectives. 
Customers maintain relationships with their suppliers either because they want to or because 
they need to or both. Dedication-based relationship maintenance occurs when the customer 
wants to stay in the relationship and constraint-based relationship maintenance occurs when 
the customer perceives they have no other option (Bendapudi & Berry, 1997). 
The dedication vs. constraint motives for maintaining a relationship correspond to the 
affective vs. calculative type of commitment distinguished in interorganisational research 
(Odekerken-Schroder & Bloemer, 2004; Samuelsen & Sandvik, 1998). Affective commitment 
refers to the extent to which the customer wants to maintain the relationship based on positive 
feelings towards the supplier. Calculative commitment, on the other hand, refers to the extent 
to which the customer needs to maintain the relationship because they will experience 
considerable termination or switching costs from ending the relationship (Geyskens et al., 
1996). 
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Even though it is clear that the customer will have reasons for maintaining a relationship with 
a supplier, the process that links these reasons with the favourable outcome of the long-term 
relationship becomes complicated because the literature has explored the drivers of 
commitment, continuity, intention to stay and repurchase intention from the customer's 
perspective. All are favourable outcomes and reflect the customer's intention to remain in the 
relationship but there are differences and overlaps between commitment and the rest of the 
loyalty-related behaviours. 
The similarity between the concepts becomes evident when a new study builds on past ones. 
For example, it has been argued that commitment and perceived continuity are similar 
measures (Tellefsen, 2002). The difference between the concepts is apparent when support is 
identified of a positive association between commitment and intention to stay meaning that 
the higher the commitment of the customer to the relationship the higher the intention to stay 
(Abdul-Muhmin, 2005; De Ruyter et al., 2001; Gounaris, 2005; Morgan & Hunt, 1994). 
The purpose here is initially to understand the reasons that motivate the customer to stay in a 
relationship. In this respect, all the studies that identify why the customer stays in the 
relationship are relevant. As such, the drivers of commitment or any notion that reflects the 
customer's intention to stay in the relationship will be addressed distinguishing between 
positive motives to maintain the relationship (dedication) or negative ones (constraints) in 
business or consumer markets. Once the drivers are explored commitment will be analysed in 
further detail. 
3.2.1 Dedication-based Relationship Maintenance 
Customer satisfaction is a central construct within marketing and has been defined as a 
positive affective state resulting from the appraisal of all aspects of a firm's working 
relationship with another firm in distribution channel research (Anderson & Narus, 1984). 
Even though customer satisfaction has been viewed as important for the viability of the 
channel relationship (Geyskens et al., 1999), Ganesan (1994) was one of the first that linked it 
with the customer's long-term orientation, a construct that captures more than the intention of 
the customer to maintain the relationship to include the desire of the party towards a mutually 
beneficial long-term relationship and their willingness to make sacrifices to help the 
counterpart. At the same time, Morgan & Hunt (1994) hypothesised a positive link between 
relationship benefits and commitment arguing that the higher the benefits that the customer 
receives from its channel partner relative to the competition the higher its commitment to the 
relationship. Since then, several studies have shown the effect of satisfaction and the effect of 
the absolute or relative benefits that the customer gets from the supplier on commitment and 
loyalty-related behaviours in the business-to-business context with the rationale that the 
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higher the benefits and/or the satisfaction the customer gets from the relationship the higher 
the desire to continue the relationship (Abdul-Muhmin, 2005; Doney & Cannon, 1997; 
Leuthesser & Kohli, 1995; Selnes, 1998; Tellefsen & Thomas, 2005). 
Customer satisfaction has a longer tradition in explaining loyal behavioural intentions in 
consumer settings accompanied by service quality. It is in this setting that other researchers 
explain the close relation between service quality and satisfaction and theorise that both 
concepts reflect the consumer's evaluation of an "objece'. Service quality refers to a cognitive 
evaluation and satisfaction refers to an affective evaluation (Brady & Robertson, 2001). In this 
respect, both service quality and satisfaction have a direct positive influence on the 
consumer's behavioural intentions (Cronin et al., 2000). In addition to that, service quality has 
a positive influence on satisfaction which in turn influences behaviour under the logic that the 
cognitive evaluation (appraisal) results in an affective response which then drives behaviour 
(Brady & Robertson, 2001; Cronin et al., 2000). 
Under the relationship marketing paradigm, trust makes its appearance as one of the main 
building blocks of relationships and has been identified as the main antecedent of affective 
commitment or dedication-based relationship maintenance (Bendapudi & Berry, 1997). The 
link between trust and commitment is well established and the logic behind the path that links 
trust and commitment is that trust and the process that builds trust, such as adaptation to 
customer's needs and reliability, are highly valued and that the customer will have the desire 
to maintain the relationship with a trustworthy supplier (Andaleeb, 1996; Bendapudi & Berry, 
1997; De Wulf & Odekerken-Schroder, 2003; Ganesan, 1994; Geyskens et al., 1996; Morgan 
& Hunt, 1994). Trust has been also positively linked to the customer's future purchase 
intentions (Anderson & Weitz, 1989; De Ruyter et al., 2001; Doney & Cannon, 1997; Morgan 
& Hunt, 1994) with the explanation that the customer can rely on the reliability and integrity 
of the supplier. 
More recently, value has entered the equation in both the business-to-consumer and business- 
to-business setting with the proposition that perceived value is a richer measure of a 
customer's overall evaluation (of a service) than perceived (service) quality (Patterson & 
Spreng, 1997). This is because the concept of value takes into consideration the sacrifices that 
the customer incurs in order to receive certain benefits and is therefore created by the trade-off 
between various benefits and costs (Ravald & Gronroos, 1996). Value is also seen as a driver 
of commitment (Ravald & Gronroos, 1996) and loyal behaviour (Kumar & Grisaffe, 2004) as 
well as an antecedent of satisfaction following the same logic that cognition triggers affect 
which in turn influences behaviour (Day & Crask, 2000; Lam et al., 2004; Patterson & 
Spreng, 1997). 
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Thus, the main drivers of commitment and loyal behaviour have been identified as 
satisfaction, perceived quality, perceived value, trust and benefits. Even though most of the 
time these variables do not appear simultaneously as drivers of the customer's willingness to 
maintain the relationship, there is an inventory of studies that informs us about the 
interrelationship between these variables as well as their antecedents and the items that form 
the variables. Without being exhaustive, Table 3.1 that follows gives an indication of how the 
literature views the formation of commitment and loyal behaviour. 
Commitment entails the notion of continuity but its essence is that it captures the psychology 
behind the continuity of the relationship that is the attitudes that motivate the customer to stay 
(Geyskens et al., 1996; Venetis & Ghauri, 2004). The word positive rather than affective 
commitment is used because not everybody labels commitment as affective in their studies 
even though one builds on the other. For instance, Morgan & Hunt (1994) use the expression 
relationship commitment, Geyskens et al. (1996) use the expression affective commitment and 
Gilliland & Bello (2002) use the notion loyalty commitment. 
The various definitions of positive commitment show that it is a psychological state of mind 
that reflects a sense of loyalty, a sense of belonging and identification with the partner, a 
sentiment of allegiance and faithfulness (Gilliland & Bello, 2002); the enduring desire to 
maintain a valued relationship (Moorman et al., 1992); the belief than an ongoing relationship 
with another firm is so important as to warrant maximum efforts at maintaining it (Morgan & 
Hunt, 1994); an implicit or explicit pledge of relational continuity (Dwyer et al., 1987); the 
desire to develop a stable relationship, a willingness to make short-term sacrifices to maintain 
the relationship and a confidence in the stability of the relationship (Anderson & Weitz, 
1992). 
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Table 3.1: Linking Benefits, Satisfaction, Value, Trust, and Commitment to Outcomes 
Antecedent Outcome/Antecedent Outcome/Antecedent Outcome 
Intention to stay 
Perceived quality of Trust (Gounaris, 2005) 
Commitment (Andaleeb, 
1996; Geyskens et al., 1996; 
Propensity to leave 
(Abdul-Muhmin the service Morgan & Hunt, 1994) , 2005; Morgan & 
Hunt, 1994) 
Product & service Trust (De Ruyter et al., Long-term orientation 
quality 2001; Homburg, 1998) (Ganesan, 1994) 
Relationship specific Trust (Doney & Cannon, Continuity (Anderson & 
investments 1997; Ganesan, 1994) Weitz, 1989; Batt, 2001) 
Trust Future purchase intentions 
(Doney & Cannon, 1997) 
Commitment (Abdul-Muhn-dn, 
Adaptation to Satisfaction (Homburg, 2005; Hennig-Thurau et al., 
customer's needs 1998; Selnes, 1998) 2002; Sharma & Patterson, 
2000) 
Relationship specific Satisfaction (Siguaw et al., Long-term orientation 
investments 2003) (Ganesan, 1994) 
Satisfaction (Keith et al., 
Perceived value 2004; Patterson & Spreng, Repurchase intention 
1997; Simpson et al., (Patterson & Spreng, 1997) 
2001) 
Performance Satisfaction (Patterson & Continuity (Batt, 2001; Selnes, Spreng, 1997) 1998) 
Product quality Satisfaction (Abdul- 
Muhmin, 2005) 
Satisfaction (Abdul- 
Trust Muhmin, 2005; Andaleeb, 
1996) 
Adaptation to customer's Commitment (Homburg, 
needs 1998) 
Relationship specific Commitment (Gilliland & 
investments Bello, 2002) 
Offer characteristics Intention to stay (De Ruyter et 
al., 2001) 
Outcome performance Commitment (Tellefsen, 2002) 
Perceived quality Repurchase intention (Kumar 
Perceived value & Grisaffe, 2004) 
Service quality Commitment (Fullerton, 2005; Venetis & Ghauri, 2004) 
Product salability Commitment (Goodman & Dion, 2001) 
Relationship value 
Commitment (Simpson et al., 
2001; Walter et al., 2000) 
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Apart from the fact that there are different ways with which commitment has been defined, it 
is not clear whether affective commitment excludes the instrumental worth of the relationship. 
Some argue that affective commitment is the desire to continue the relationship not taking into 
consideration the instrumental benefits of the relationship but because it is enjoyed for its own 
sake (Venetis & Ghauri, 2004). However, Kim & Frazier (1997) measure affective 
commitment with items that show the importance of the business relationship and a high sense 
of unity between the two parties that reflect both business benefits and closeness at an 
emotional level whereas Gilliland & Bello (2002) suggest that it is more concerned with ties 
that go beyond economic motivations. 
On the other hand, the fact that commitment is a desire to maintain a valued relationship 
suggests that there is a positive evaluation of the relationship and an affective disposition 
towards the relationship stemming from the word desire (Gilliland & Bello, 2002). However, 
it'seems that Venetis & Ghauri (2004) argue that this is close to calculative commitment. Still, 
for Bendapudi & Berry (1997) the same definition of commitment means that there is 
dedication to the relationship because the customer desires it. Also, the definition of Morgan 
& Hunt (1994) shows that there is an economic orientation (importance) behind the attitude 
(Gilliland & Bello, 2002). 
However, when commitment is equated with loyalty (Gounaris, 2005; Morgan & Hunt, 1994), 
which shows the psychology behind the customer's loyal behaviour then Oliver's (1999) view 
on consumer loyalty becomes informative. Oliver (1999) suggests that there are different 
stages at which a consumer becomes loyal. First they become loyal in a cognitive sense based 
on the attribute performance of a product. They then may become satisfied with the product 
and develop liking for the brand which means that loyalty is affective. The next stage is 
conative loyalty where they have the intention and desire to rebuy until they reach the action 
loyalty stage where they have a deeply held commitment to rebuy consistently in the future 
despite situational influences and marketing efforts having the potential to cause switching 
behaviour. This means that the strength of the attitude towards the brand increases from the 
lowest level of fortitude where the consumer has only brand-related information to the highest 
level where it approaches blind faith. 
Oliver (1999) further suggests that at some point in the cognitive-affective-conative-action 
chain the consumer will pass the threshold where he will wish to rebuy on the basis of 
determination that is the consumer wants only that brand and does not want to be courted by 
competitors. For Oliver (1999) the transition from the belief in product superiority to brand- 
directed determinism is not a well understood mechanism but this ultimate type of attachment 
is like the concept of love. Unlike conative commitment which results from prior liking, love- 
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generated commitment results from a true affection for the product or service which is 
different from the attitude of affect. 
With this view in mind one may ask how strong positive commitment is and what is actually 
being captured by positive commitment. For instance, one item for the measurement of 
affective commitment suggests that the customer wants to stay because he likes the partner, 
enjoys the relationship and has positive feelings (Kumar et al., 1995) which is similar to 
affective loyalty. On the other hand, other measures and definitions of affective commitment 
suggest that the customer has a sense of loyalty, belonging and identification with the 
company which shows that the attachment is deep and emotional (Garbarino & Johnson, 
1999; Geyskens et al., 1996; Gilliland & Bello, 2002). Moreover, positive commitment is also 
measured with items such as the "relationship my firm has with the supplier is something we 
are very committed to or is something that my firm intends to maintain indefinitely" (Morgan 
& Hunt, 1994) which has a conative meaning and shows enduring preference. 
It seems that positive commitment also captures the notion of a deep psychological attachment 
to the firm which is supported by instrumental benefits and positive feelings but it goes 
beyond that to reflect a state of mind where there is dedication. This is perhaps the reason that 
it is not enough for certain people to only measure commitment by a global measure which 
asks whether the customer is committed and has the intention to stay but it is more important 
to understand the psychology of the customer (Geyskens et al., 1996; Gilliland & Bello, 2002; 
Venetis & Ghauri, 2004). However, it is easier to understand why a customer will want to stay 
based on positive evaluations of what it receives from the supplier or based on how satisfied 
they feel about the supplier and less easy to understand how these transform to a state where 
he feels a psychological attachment to the supplier that resists change and would not break the 
relationship when a competitor supplier offers superior economic benefits (Gilliland & Bello, 
2002)1. 
The empirical findings depicted in Table 3.1 demonstrate that the desire of a customer to stay 
in a relationship is associated with a positive evaluation of the relationship stemming from the 
cognitive or affective rationale of the customer. Implicitly or explicitly all the studies that 
have attempted to explain these positive drivers suggest that the customer receives something 
valuable and decides to stay or desires to stay or feels the psychological need to stay. 
For example, it has been stated that relationships characterised by trust are highly valued 
(Geyskens et al., 1996; Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Selnes, 1998) and that a supplier can create 
value by being reliable and benevolent (Selnes & Gronhaug, 2000). More specifically, trust in 
a supplier creates economic benefits to the customer because it reduces the perception of risk 
1 Affective commitment in this study was combined with obligation commitment that is attachment due 
to a feeling of obligation and the construct was labelled loyalty commitment. 
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due to opportunistic behaviour (Ganesan, 1994) and the need for monitoring and safeguarding 
(Andaleeb, 1996; Bendapudi & Berry, 1997). Moreover, the trusting party receives the 
offering reliably and can count that the other party will behave in their best interests 
(Lindgreen, 2003). So, trust creates value by providing benefits derived from interacting with 
a party that is operationally competent, benevolent and committed to solving problems and 
reducing the exchange uncertainty (Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002). 
It has been also suggested that adaptation to customer's needs is highly valued (Geyskens et 
al., 1996; Walter & Ritter, 2003) and that relationship specific investments create and transfer 
economic value to the customer (Siguaw et al., 2003). For instance, when a supplier adapts to 
a customer's needs then they fulfil important requirements of the customer to support their 
own operation. This adaptation may increase the productivity of the customer and/or reduce 
the costs of their operation. For example, when a supplier has the flexibility to deliver the 
needed quantity whenever the customer orders it then the customer is able to carry less 
inventory and avoid costly disruptions in their operation (Cannon & Homburg, 2001). 
Similarly, when a supplier customises their product to fit the manufacturing requirements of 
the customer then the customer benefits from higher functionality and reduced manufacturing 
costs (Cannon & Homburg, 2001). In addition, when the channel partner provides exclusivity 
or enables the distributor to increase the sales of a product with special displays, promotions, 
training or other efforts then the economic benefits of the distributor improve (Beverland, 
2001; Narayandas & Rangan, 2004; Simpson et al., 2001). Likewise, the performance of the 
supplier in terms of product, service, delivery and cost are essential benefits that create value 
to the customer (Hetesi & Veres, 2004; Homburg, 1998; Simpson et al., 2001; Tellefsen & 
Thomas, 2005) and are essential requisites of supermarkets (Lindgreen, 2003; White, 2000) 
whereas the ability to innovate and continuously improve the offering provides the 
opportunity for the development of the relationship (Fearne & Hughes, 1999; White, 2000). 
It is more difficult to know how a customer becomes so deeply committed to a supplier to the 
extent that it resists change that may be rationally beneficial (eg superior competitive offer). 
But it seems that the appraisal of benefits received leads to positive feelings towards the 
supplier influencing affective commitment. Sharma et al. (2001) argue that the cognitive 
value-based commitment may generate affective commitment. As the customer realises value 
from the relationship, positive sentiments are created towards the supplier and as a result the 
relationship becomes more personalised in which parties start enjoying each other's 
association. Under this view it seems that positive feelings are formed towards the customer's 
staff, which then facilitate the interaction between individuals and more positive feelings 
arise. 
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At the same time, Selnes & Gronhaug (2000) propose that the supplier's benevolence creates 
positive feelings to the customer which in turn influence the customer's motivation to be loyal 
to the supplier. They therefore argue that benevolence exhibited by the supplier when they 
make the extra effort to solve unexpected problems that arise seems to create liking for the 
supplier which then may create a kind of bonding to the supplier. Moreover, it may be that 
when the customer receives preferential treatment in times of need or sees that the supplier 
does their best to fulfil the customer's needs then the customer develops a feeling of gratitude 
(Hansen et al., 2003). Moreover, De Wulf et al. (2001) suggest that the supplier's investment 
of time, effort and other irrecoverable resources to the relationship creates psychological ties 
that motivate the consumer to reciprocate the supplier's investment by demonstrating loyalty. 
This means that the customer develops a feeling of gratitude towards a supplier that treats him 
preferentially and goes beyond the fulfilment of the core exchange. Bloemer & Odekerken- 
Schroder (2003) also believe that affective commitment will develop when a customer is 
treated as a true individual in which the organisation is really interested in and cares for them. 
Even though the findings demonstrate what actions suppliers can take in order to maintain the 
relationship, commitment represents the highest level of relational bonding (Dwyer et al., 
1987) and it could be argued that it is not easy to reach such a level of customer loyalty 
especially in highly competitive mature markets. LaBahn & Kohli (1997) have argued that 
while suppliers would like to achieve the level of commitment expressed in Morgan & Hunt's 
(1994) definition, customer commitment rarely reaches that intensity. Hetesi & Veres (2004) 
study also revealed that suppliers were sceptical about loyalty suggesting that "as the world is 
changing, loyalty is pushed to the background". Similarly, Uwin & Johnston (1997) showed 
that even though the buyer was confident that the relationship with the supplier will continue 
for a long time and grow stronger over time the buyer could not state that their firm was 
committed to the relationship saying that "it makes good business sense to preserve our 
relationship but if things were to change we wouldhave to re-evaluate ourposition". 
3.2.2 Constraint-based Relationship Maintenance 
When the customer perceives the need to maintain the relationship then there exists a 
constraint-based motive to continue the relationship. Constraint-based motivation to continue 
the relationship or calculative commitment are also psychological states of mind that is they 
refer to the attitude that lies behind the continuity of the relationship (Geyskens et al., 1996). 
Calculative commitment arises from the perception of the structural constraints that bind a 
firm to the exchange partner and its main antecedent is the firm's dependence on its exchange 
partner (Geyskens et al., 1996; Bendapudi & Berry, 1997). 
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Dependence has been defined as a firm's need to maintain its business relationship to achieve 
desired goals (Frazier, 1983). It arises from the value received by the firm through its 
relationship with its partner and the extent to which the partner and the value received are 
viewed as irreplaceable (Kumar et al., 1998). As such, within the channel research 
dependence of one firm on another is a function of the firm's motivational investment in the 
relationship and the replaceability of the partner. 
Motivational investment refers to the value of the resources or outcomes mediated by the 
other party and has been measured by the assessment of the sales and profits that the customer 
gains from the supplier's product line. This means that the greater the sales and profits that the 
channel partner accounts for, the greater the firm's dependence on its partner. Replaceability 
refers to the difficulty of replacing the partner in the exchange due to the lack of alternatives 
or the switching costs associated with leaving. Thus, the more difficult it is to replace the 
partner the more dependent the firm is on its partner (Geyskens et al., 1996). 
Dependence therefore arises when (a) the outcomes obtained from the supplier are important 
and highly valued and (b) there is a small number of alternative suppliers (Heide & John, 
1988). Anderson & Narus (1984) however suggest that the motivational investment in goals 
mediated by the other participant is not a necessary condition for dependence. If the outcomes 
obtained are available in other relationships, dependence will be low irrespective of the 
motivational investment in the outcomes. For them dependence arises when the value the 
customer receives from the relationship is higher than alternative options. They further argue 
that motivational investment can be better understood as relating to the amount or intensity of 
effort required to find an equivalent or preferred alternative. Following this view, it could be 
argued that motivational investment does not make the partner irreplaceable in the presence of 
alternatives but it increases the difficulty of replacing the partner. 
Conceptually, switching costs also reflect a buyer's dependence on a supplier (Lam et al., 
2004). In fact the costs of switching suppliers appears under the replaceability aspect of 
dependence when it is argued that replaceability refers to the difficulty of replacing the partner 
in the exchange due to the switching costs associated with leaving. For this reason dependence 
also increases when the customer has invested in specific assets which they will lose if the 
relationship ends (Ganesan, 1994; Heide & John, 1988). 
On the other hand, actions that suppliers take to outperform or differentiate themselves from 
the competition may also increase the customer's dependence on them. For instance, 
satisfaction (Bendapudi & Berry, 1997; Odekerken-Schroder & Bloemer, 2004), value (Keith 
et al., 2004) and investments made specifically for the customer have been hypothesised to 
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increase the customer's dependence on the supplier (Bendapudi & Berry, 1997; Ganesan, 
1994). 
The rationale behind these links suggests that high perceived value by the vendor increases the 
customer's difficulty of replacing the supplier with similar competent suppliers (Keith et al., 
2004). Satisfaction with past interactions may also increase the customer's dependence on the 
provider if the customer perceives that he will not be able to find equal satisfaction from 
another provider (Bendapudi & Berry, 1997; Odekerken-Schroder & Bloemer, 2004). Ping 
(2003) also suggests that the higher the satisfaction with the relationship the lower the 
attractiveness of alternatives. Similarly, relationship specific investments made by the supplier 
may increase the customer's dependence because they are likely to improve the outcomes that 
the customer obtains from that relationship compared with outcomes provided by alternative 
suppliers (Ganesan, 1994). Or as Bendapudi & Berry (1997) suggest, they raise the costs of 
switching to a competitor if the customer cannot obtain the same investments from the 
alternative supplier. 
So, a number of studies have found a positive association between dependence and calculative 
commitment (Bendapudi & Berry, 1997; De Ruyter et al., 2001; Geyskens et al., 1996; 
Gilliland & Bello, 2002). These studies suggest that the more dependent party in the exchange 
will need to continue the relationship as it will have much to lose in the presence of 
relationship specific investments or if it cannot obtain the same resources and outcomes 
outside the relationship or if it will experience a switching cost in the effort to replace the 
resources and outcomes. It seems therefore that the dependent party will be motivated to stay 
in the relationship because it needs to from an economic point of view (Geyskens et al., 1996; 
Gilliland & Bello, 2002). 
Although dependence has been associated with constraint-based motivation to continue the 
relationship it can be argued that a dependent customer may not always feel locked-in the 
relationship with the supplier. Andaleeb (1996) supports the view that a customer's desire to 
maintain a relationship with a supplier is influenced by the extent to which the supplier fulfils 
their needs and whether the needed resources are available outside the relationship. This view 
suggests that a dependent customer should value the relationship and want to maintain it and 
resembles the thinking behind value-based commitment. Geyskens et al. (1996) have also 
identified that greater total interdependence leads to higher affective commitment for both 
parties. Their view suggests that highly interdependent parties will value the contributions of 
each other and will want to maintain the relationship for affective reasons. So, it is argued that 
under these structures a positive climate of interaction develops which may lead to affective 
reasons of relationship maintenance (De Ruyter et al., 2001). 
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However, it seems that affective or positive commitment which is emotional is a stronger 
attitude behind customer's loyal behaviour than calculative/cognitive commitment. When the 
customer stays in the relationship driven by a cognitive evaluation then it is more likely that 
they will end the relationship once they find a better alternative offering (Gilliland & Bello, 
2002). This is also why Bendapudi & Berry (1997) argue that constraint-based relationship 
maintenance results in greater interest in alternative options and receptivity to competitive 
offers. When for example a customer stays in the relationship only because of the price deals 
it is offered then it may switch to a competitor who offers better terms. But under dedication- 
based maintenance the customer is less likely to be attracted by competitive offers. Still, they 
suggest that when there is high dedication and low constraint there is no strong exit barrier to 
block an aggressive competitor. 
The observation of the way dedication and constraint-based maintenance is achieved and with 
the use of words such as "level of bonding", "level of commitment", "high or low dedication" 
and "high or low constraints", it is evident that (a) there is effort on the part of the supplier to 
maintain the relationship unless no other alternative exists and (b) that there is a dynamic way 
in which the ultimate state of loyalty is achieved; if it is ever achieved. So, there is a 
difference between thinking that a supplier offers good service and price and thinking that the 
supplier is irreplaceable, as there is a difference in feeling satisfied with what the supplier 
offers, liking the supplier or feeling the desire to stay or feeling so attached to the supplier and 
an emotional need to stay no matter what. 
This is why it has been argued that satisfaction is not enough for loyalty (Mittal & Lassar, 
1998) and why Oliver (1999) suggests that there is a transformation process in the road 
towards the ultimate state of loyalty. In this respect it can be argued that unless there is a high 
level of emotional attachment on the part of the customer all the other feelings of satisfaction 
or even desire may be subject to competitive action unless the company keeps ahead from the 
competition. 
This nevertheless means that there will always be an effort to increase the strength of the 
attitude that underlies the customer's loyal behaviour that is their intention to stay in the 
relationship. This can be achieved by "manipulating" the cognitive, affective and conative 
(switching costs) antecedents (Dick & Basu, 1994) although it has been shown previously that 
one may affect the other. 
3.2.3 Bonds and Relationship Maintenance 
Bonds within buyer-supplier relationships have been categorised. as either structural or social 
in nature (Turnbull & Wilson, 1989). In a disaggregate view, ten bonds have been identified 
in total: technical, time, geographical, knowledge, legal, economic, social, cultural, 
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ideological and psychological bonds (LiIjander & Strandvik, 1995). These different types of 
bonds are summarised in Table 3.2. 
Table 3.2: Bond Types 
Bond Type Description 
Legal A contract between the customer and the supplier (Li1jander & Strandvik, 1995) 
The customer may be forced to buy a service that fits the budget due to lack of 
resources (Li1jander & Strandvik, 1995) 
Special pricing (Arantola, 2002) 
Monetary incentives offered to the customer (Chiu et al., 2005) Economic 
The economic rationale for bonding depends on the satisfaction with the terms of the 
current exchange and the presence or absence of alternatives (Easton, 1992) 
Extended credit facilities (Easton, 1992) 
Low price (Wendelin, 2004) 
The customer buys a product that requires the use of a specified dealer for repairs or 
original spare parts from the producer (Li1jander & Strandvik, 1995) 
The customer has invested in relationship specific technology or knowledge of it 
(Arantola, 2002) 
Technical 
Firms adjust products or processes to their partner's requirements or they acquire 
technical knowledge that may be specific to one relationship (Easton, 1992) 
Offering a technically superior product from the competition or a patented product 
(Wendelin, 2004) 
Geographical The customer prefers a supplier because of the suitable location or lack of transport (Li1jander & Strandvik, 1995; Wendelin, 2004) 
A customer uses a supplier because of convenient business hours or a flexible 
appointment system (Li1jander & Strandvik, 1995) 
Time Time bonds exist when the customer benefits from delivery precision and short lead 
times usually accomplished by connected electronic systems or JIT arrangements 
(Wendelin, 2004) 
A doctor may know the customer's medical history or an employee may know the 
customer's business which facilitates transactions. Alternatively, the customer may 
Knowledge have knowledge of the supplier and how to behave which reduces uncertainty 
(Li1jander & Strandvik, 1995) 
The customer has taught the supplier to provide desired service (Arantola, 2002) 
Cultural Customers may prefer to buy products made in certain countries (Li1jander & 
Strandvik, 1995) 
Customers may prefer suppliers because of certain personal values such as green 
products or home-country products (Li1jander & Strandvik, 1995) Ideological 
A buyer (industrial) may prefer domestic suppliers or suppliers that produce 
environmental friendly products (Wendelin, 2004) 
The customer is convinced of the superiority of a service provider (brand image) 
(Li1jander & Strandvik, 1995) 
Psychological 
The customer perceives the products of a supplier to be of superior quality than 
alternative options (Wendelin, 2004) 
Social They exist when the customer and the supplier's staff know each other well, contact is 
easy, there is mutual trust (Li1j ander & Strandvik, 1995) 
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Positive interpersonal relationships between the buyer and seller (Turnbull & Wilson, 
1989) 
Refer to the degree of liking and personal friendship developed between the buyer and 
the seller (Wilson, 1995) and to the link created between individuals through self 
disclosure, providing support and advice, being responsive etc. (Smith, 1998) 
The degree to which certain ties link and hold a buyer and seller together closely in a 
personal (emotional) sense (Rodriquez & Wilson, 1999) 
The creation of a structural bond happens when the two parties make investments that 
cannot be retrieved when the relationship ends or when it is difficult to end the 
relationship due to the complexity and cost of changing sources (Turnbull & Wilson, 
1989) 
The degree to which certain ties link and hold a buyer and seller in an economic, 
strategic and organisational sense regardless of personal (emotional) matters 
(Rodriquez & Wilson, 1999) 
The result of some economic, strategic, technological or organisational objective 
(Williams et al., 1998) 
Created by the economic, strategic, technological (knowledge or information) and 
instrumental (product or service related) benefits derived by the exchange parties 
(functional bonds) (Smith, 1998) 
Structural Created by the rules, policies, and procedures of agreements that provide formal 
structure to the relationship, the norms or routines that informally govern interaction as 
well as the organisational systems and technologies such as EDI (structural bonds) 
(Smith, 1998) 
The supplier provides value added service not available elsewhere or the customer has 
reached a preferred service level based on the relationship history. It would be 
expensive to build a relationship history and reach the service level elsewhere which 
prevents exit. Alternatively, the service level and structure are perceived as important 
and the customer is motivated to stay in the relationship (Arantola, 2002) 
It represents a business practice in which firms attempt to retain customers by 
providing valuable services that are not available from other sources (Chiu et al., 2005) 
Time, knowledge and economic bonds (Arantola, 2002) 
Time, knowledge, economic, technical and legal bonds (Buttle et al., 2002) 
Bonds are exit barriers that tie the customer to the supplier and maintain the relationship 
(Storbacka et al., 1994). They are perceptions of an actor in a relationship of a driver for 
continuing the relationship (Arantola, 2002). If bonds are defined as exit barriers or drivers for 
continuing a relationship then one should examine how they complement all the other 
variables that drive the continuity and maintain the relationship and what is their relation to 
commitment. 
Beginning with the latter, a positive association has been found between social bonds and 
relationship quality measured by trust, satisfaction and commitment (Smith, 1998) or 
commitment (Hocutt, 1998; Rodriquez & Wilson, 1999; Soni et al., 1996; Young & Denize, 
1995) and a negative association with the customer's tendency to switch (Wathne et al., 
2001). Moreover, support exists for a positive link between structural bonds and commitment 
(Han, 1998; Rodriquez & Wilson, 1999; Soni et al., 1996). On the disaggregate view of bonds 
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there are theoretical arguments that link them with the customer's repetitive purchase 
behaviour (Storbacka et al., 1994). 
On the other hand, the way each bond has been described by various people indicates that the 
customer derives utility from something and thus remains in the relationship. So, they explain 
the connection between the benefit and the customer's behaviour. This differs from the 
quantitative studies that try to link the bonds with the maintenance of the relationship in that 
the bond construct is captured as what the customer receives from the supplier (Chiu et al., 
2005). In this sense the bond is a construct used to indicate the reason that the customer stays 
in the relationship. Some of these reasons have been described in other studies. For example, 
low prices (Doney & Cannon, 1997; Tellefsen & Thomas, 2005) or financial incentives (De 
Wulf et al., 2001) provided to customers can be one of the reasons that the customer stays in 
the relationship. Structural bonds are similar to switching costs (Wathne et al., 2001) and 
dependency (Rodriquez & Wilson, 1999; Venetis & Ghauri, 2004). Likewise, Smith (1998) 
argues that functional bonds (which are part of structural bonds according to others) draw on 
the concept of comparison level given alternatives, a notion that measures the dependence of 
one party to the other. 
Although the benefit of time that the customer gets when they receive the offering at the time 
needed is a necessary requisite for continuing a relationship with a supplier, it seems that the 
time bond reflects greater time benefits. The time benefit described by Ulaga (2003) is one of 
the attributes that create value to the customer given that in certain industry environments 
short lead times are highly valuable and seems to correspond to the time bond. 
Technical bonds develop when firms adjust products and processes to the other party's 
requirements (Easton, 1992) so relationship specific investments is one of the factors that lie 
behind the technical bond. Some of the rest of the bonds appear within studies that look at 
switching costs without explicitly labelling the switching cost as any type of bond. The 
knowledge the service provider has gathered about the customer's business is one of the costs 
of change that will deter the customer from terminating the relationship because switching to 
an alternative would mean re-educating the service provider about the customer's needs and 
preferences (Patterson & Smith, 2003; Young & Denize, 1995). Interpersonal relationships 
are also mentioned as another switching cost as customers would face emotional costs from 
having to give up a friendly relationship and start a new one (Patterson & Smith, 2003). 
The bond concept also gives a positive and negative sense to relationship maintenance where 
the bond is seen as negative (exit barrier) or positive (LiIjander & Strandvik, 1995) and 
corresponds to the dedication vs. constraint dichotomy although it is argued that the customer 
will perceive the bond as negative only when they want to break the relationship (Arantola, 
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2002). Moreover, there is the notion of weaker and stronger bonds. If the customer buys only 
on the basis of price then they are more likely to switch to a more competitive offer. But if the 
supplier offers a patented product then it is not easy for the supplier to be replaced. 
Looking at it from the opposite side, those researchers that have studied the drivers of 
commitment have tried to identify what it is that creates psychological attachment. For 
instance, Walter et al. (2000) have argued that for defining an effective bonding strategy, 
managers in supplier firms must recognise that customer perceived relationship value is the 
cornerstone of the customer's commitment to the relationship. They also advice suppliers to 
direct their bonding strategies towards building trust. 
In a sense the notion of bond or bonding is always there when people seek to identify what 
makes the customer stay in the relationship. So, it seems that the variables that drive the 
continuity of the relationship explained thus far overlap or complement each other and as a 
consequence there is a more complete understanding of the customer's loyal behaviour and 
psychology that lies behind this behaviour. Still, the central issue is on how the attachment of 
the customer to the supplier grows. 
3.2.4 Relationship Quality 
Although it is important to know the various activities and actions that a supplier can perform 
in order to increase the customer's positive assessment of the relationship it is equally 
important to have a generic mechanism for categorising these sources. Holmlund (2001) has 
suggested that when the focus of perceived quality shifts from the product or service to the 
relationship then the whole business relationship needs to be taken into consideration. She 
therefore defines perceived relationship quality as the joint cognitive evaluation of business 
interactions by significant individuals in both firms in the dyad. The evaluation encompasses a 
comparison with potential alternative interactions of a similar kind which represent 
comparison standards. In this light, she proposes that perceived relationship quality has to 
consider the whole business relationship as an offering and therefore it needs to encompass 
perceptions of the social interaction between individuals, perceptions of the core technical 
offering and perceptions of economic aspects of the relationship. 
Even though relationship quality often appears in the literature as a concept it often captures if 
the customer trusts, is satisfied and committed to the other party with the view of identifying 
antecedents of those outcomes (De Wulf et al., 2001; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2002; Smith, 
1998; Walter et al., 2003). Holmlund's (2001) view is a more general way of evaluating the 
relationship and for this reason it is examined separately in order to identify elements that 
complement the way with which the relationship is evaluated and as a tool for looking at the 
relationship. 
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More specifically, the technical dimension of perceived relationship quality includes the 
evaluation of the core offering itself, in terms of reliability, innovation, conformance, 
aesthetics and endurability. It also involves the evaluation of the way the offering was 
produced and delivered in terms of reliability, speed and flexibility. 
The social dimension of perceived relationship quality refers to the evaluation of the social 
interaction that takes place during the exchange process. The content of the social dimension 
encompasses the way individuals get along in terms of personality and interaction styles. 
Another aspect refers to the trustworthiness of individuals and how their reliability and 
credibility is perceived. It also includes the perception of courtesy, politeness, consideration, 
friendliness, fairness and having fun which affect how firms evaluate each other at the 
individual level. The social dimension of perceived relationship quality also involves the 
evaluation of the interaction in terms of smoothness, communication, prompt reaction of the 
parties to each other which also influence the way in which firms evaluate each other. 
The economic dimension of perceived relationship quality refers to the evaluation of the 
benefits and costs that flow from the relationship. The first relationship benefit refers to the 
price the customer pays for the supplies. Price is an important aspect that the customer 
evaluates in the relationship. The second benefit refers to the volume purchased by the 
customer. Volume has been identified as important since it reflects the magnitude of the 
exchange. Other benefits identified as influencing perceptions of economic quality are the 
profit margin and productivity issues. The cost dimension represents the economic sacrifices 
that arise during the exchange process. It includes quality failure costs, relationship 
management costs, costs that arise due to the adjustments that the firm has to make to its 
operation for the counterpart etc. When the costs that arise from the interaction are high 
relative to the benefits then the economic quality will be low. 
Moreover, the three quality dimensions of the model reflect several of the bonds found in 
relationships. Holmlund & Kock (1995) in a previous conceptualisation of perceived 
relationship quality also identified that there is a correspondence between the quality 
dimensions and bonds in the relationship. They suggested that technical quality corresponds to 
technical, knowledge and partly legal bonds if there are contracts stipulating technical 
specifications. Functional quality which reflects the social dimension and part of the technical 
dimension corresponds to knowledge, planning and social bonds. Finally, economic quality 
involves economic and partly legal bonds. Moreover, Lapieffe (1997) suggests that the quality 
dimensions described by Holmlund & Kock (1995) can be seen as the value of services. 
The correspondence between bonds and quality dimensions is more important than the kind of 
bond since the type of bond that arises is not a given. Arantola (2002) describes the example 
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of "learning new technology" and argues that it could be seen as a time bond if the learning 
results in future time savings or as a technical bond if the result is concentration on one 
technology only or even as a knowledge bond since learning means knowledge. 
What emerges from the previous discussion is that the quality model is broad enough to depict 
the business relationship itself and its content in order to demonstrate cognitive, affective and 
conative antecedents that may drive the continuity of the relationship. For example, a positive 
evaluation may result from the characteristics of the technical dimension and the economic 
benefits of the relationship. The higher these are relative to the competition then the higher the 
need and the desire to maintain the relationship. Positive feelings may arise from the social 
interaction between the parties as well as from the evaluation of the benefits of the 
relationship. Likewise, the higher the magnitude of the exchange the more difficult it will be 
to replace the incumbent, in the short-term or the long-term, unless other alternatives are 
available and able to provide comparable levels of service and/or product quality. Moreover, 
the dimensions of the model can be extended to include other attributes according to what 
kind of business relationship is being evaluated. 
3.2.5 Role of People 
In the previous discussion there was no mention of individuals working for organisations and 
how they can foster the development of the business relationship, apart from the suggestion 
that social bonds may develop between individuals from different organisations and drive 
customer's commitment and the social dimension of perceived relationship quality. Yet, 
business relationships are created and developed, positively or negatively, through 
interactions between people and therefore social relationships lie at the heart of business 
relationships (Halinen & Saln-ii, 2001). Leaving aside the fact that the start of a business 
relationship may be facilitated by the personal relationship between people from the two 
companies or a third party (Havila & Wilkinson, 2002), the quality of the interpersonal 
interaction within established relationships is considered important given its influence on the 
business relationship. 
The quality of the personal interaction has received particular attention in the service context 
since the delivery of the service is intertwined with the person who delivers the service. As 
such, the attitude of the service employee influences the customer's perception of service 
quality. For example, the extent to which the service employee is friendly is an important 
attribute that influences the customer's perception of service quality (Brady & Cronin, 2001). 
Similarly, Homburg & Rudolph (2001) indicated that one important aspect of industrial 
customers' overall satisfaction is their evaluation of the interaction between people from the 
two sides in terms of attitude (friendliness). 
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It is therefore observed that the way the interpersonal interaction is perceived by the customer 
influences their perception of service quality and satisfaction. The description of the social 
dimension at the individual level in Holmlund's (2001) model shows that the customer 
evaluates the way the individuals from the supplier side interact with them in terms of 
courtesy, politeness, friendliness and having fun. Others have also indicated that the extent to 
which the supplier's representative is nice and pleasant to deal with makes the interaction for 
the buyer enjoyable so the buyer may then have one more reason to feel satisfied with the 
supplier (Shellhase et al., 2000) and personally committed to the representative (Tellefsen & 
Thomas, 2005). 
The importance of the social element in the service setting has been highlighted further by 
indicating how consumers respond favourably towards service providers that engage in 
friendly conversations (De Wulf et al., 2001) as well as how other personalised activities such 
as frequent communication and gifts develop the social bond (Bendapudi & Berry, 1997). The 
social bond construct also distinguishes the interorganisational from the interpersonal 
relationship and suggests that the customer may want to stay in the relationship because of his 
friendship with and liking of the supplier's representative. Lindgreen (2000) also provides 
evidence of the importance of the personal relationship in the food industry setting suggesting 
that the way two people get on with each other may determine the sale whereas the customer 
may want to stay with the supplier because of the relationship even though another supplier 
has also a good product (Lindgreen, 2003). 
What is discovered through the examination of the social interaction is that the consumer or 
people from the customer side develop feelings for people from the other side. In this way it 
seems easier to understand why people from the customer side may be personally attached to 
the supplier's representative. It is therefore realised that social interaction especially outside 
the working environment generates a feeling of belonging and personal dependence that is a 
deep level of attachment to the individual (Geiger & Turley, 2005). This is also demonstrated 
indirectly by those companies who rotate their employees occasionally so that relationships 
and loyalty to suppliers might be avoided (Andersen, 2002; Duffy et al., 2003) or when there 
is little opportunity for socialising (Hingley & Lindgreen, 2001). 
Some studies illustrate the circumstances in which a customer develops liking for the supplier, 
such as when the supplier helps the customer when they did not have to (Selnes & Gronhaug, 
2000) or when the supplier shows that it really cares for the customer (Bloemer & Odekerken- 
Schroder, 2003). Smith (1998) also includes in his social bond construct the link developed 
between individuals through self disclosure, providing advice and support and being 
responsive, which is supported also by the views of Crosby et al. (1990) and Bendapudi & 
Berry (1997). Moreover, Holmlund's (2001) social dimension includes elements of prompt 
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reaction. This evidence indicates other ways in which the personal relationship is strengthened 
given the positive and more personalised way such acts are interpreted by individuals. 
At this point it should also be mentioned that the buyer may feel the need to treat favourably a 
supplier because he receives preferential treatment in the form of gifts or other personal 
benefits. These practices are considered unethical to the extent that the buyer's objectivity is 
or may be compromised (Fisher, 2007). It could however be argued that the buyer's 
objectivity may be compromised when the buyer has formed a friendship with the 
salesperson. So, it may also be argued that it is not ethical to support a friend over another 
supplier. 
3.2.6 Relationship Strength 
While the literature contains words like 'bond', 'bonding', 'attachment', 'ties' and 
$commitment', all of which denote strength, the term 'relationship strength' rarely appears as 
a separate construct and when it does there is no agreement about what it means. 
Some authors view relationship strength as similar to commitment (Patterson & Smith, 2001) 
or bonds and structural bonds as similar concepts (Holnilund-Rytkonen & Strandvik, 2003). 
Bove & Johnson (2001) on the other hand suggest that relationship quality and relationship 
strength are similar concepts but relationship strength should be used to refer to the 
customer's relationship with a service worker whereas relationship quality in industrial buyer- 
seller or channel relationships. However, there is also no consistency as to what relationship 
quality is and for Bove & Johnson (2001) trust and commitment seem to be the most 
appropriate way to measure relationship quality and relationship strength which in industrial 
settings also involves the interdependence between firms. 
Others view relationship strength as incorporating the depth of the customer's interactions 
with the service provider by including the share of their business that they give to the latter 
and the extent to which they feel this will still be their service provider in two years and 
whether they would recommend them to others (Barnes, 1997). Barnes (1997) also found that 
predictors of strength were positive emotions of the customer towards the other party such as 
"reliance and caring" and "how I am made to feel" but less likely to "feel locked in" and 
"uncertainty about value". Moreover, Storbacka et al. (1994) measure relationship strength as 
purchase behaviour and communication behaviour (word of mouth) and suggest that it 
increases with the satisfaction of the customer, the existence of bonds and the commitment of 
the customer. In a dissolution context, relationship strength has been seen as captured by the 
length of the relationship (Roos, 1999). 
Bearing in mind the dedication vs. constrain dichotomy of relationship maintenance, the 
affective vs. calculative commitment and the way relationship strength has been viewed it is 
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believed that the ultimate goal of every study is to increase the strength of the relationship 
meaning that the customer would have a reason to stay. Moreover, bearing in mind that there 
might be different reasons for which a customer would want to stay from a general point of 
view it could be suggested that the relationship consists of a rational component and an 
emotional component. But even this distinction has a drawback meaning that when the 
customer receives a benefit then he may also feel satisfied, pleased, happy or excited. This is 
why in the previous discussion it was acknowledged that it is easier to understand why 
someone would have a desire to stay based on the benefits it receives and that this mechanism 
resembles for some a rational motive (Venetis & Ghauri, 2004). This is perhaps also why 
there is a close relation between quality and satisfaction. On the other hand, when the 
emotional content gets more personalised, like the social bond, or is associated with feelings 
of gratitude and obligation to stay, then this psychological mechanism becomes different from 
the rational motivation to continue the relationship. 
To conclude, it would appear that the literature covering relationship maintenance identifies 
the basis on which the attachment to a business relationship is built and how relationship 
strength should be seen as being formed by a rational bond and an emotional bond, like 
Hennig-Thurau & Klee (1997) view commitment and like affective is distinguished from 
calculative commitment. 
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3.3 EXPLAINING RELATIONSHIP DISSOLUTION 
Relationships do not only grow stronger but they also become weaker and/or dissolve. For this 
reason both the weakening and the dissolution of relationships will be explored following 
studies that have investigated the breakdown of relationships. 
3.3.1 Precipitating Dissolution - Trigger Events 
Researchers who have studied relationships that have ended have sought to find out why they 
came to the end. Work on consumer switching behaviour has focused on the reasons why 
consumers switch their service provider, with evidence suggesting high prices, poor service, 
and unsatisfactory employee response to service failure as the major reasons (Bitner et al., 
1990; Colgate & Hedge, 2001; Keaveney, 1995; Perrien et al., 1995). 
In business relationships, product quality and delivery failures have also been found to be 
causes of dissolution (Ulaga, 2003; Wendelin, 2002). Supplier dissatisfaction with the price it 
receives from its customer may also lead to the relationship dissolution (Wendelin, 2000) or 
as Proenca & De Castro (2002) observe in corporate banking relationships, the customer 
moves part of his business periodically to different providers to benefit from the best quote. In 
addition, the supplier may no longer be able to meet the customer's needs which may lead the 
customer to dissolve the existing relationship and find another supplier (Flint et aL, 2002) 
which means that the relationship can no longer provide value. So, the relationship is an asset 
to the extent that business actors gain valuable outcomes from using it and a liability when its 
value no longer seems to exist (Hakansson & Snehota, 2000). The set of factors that have 
been described thus far correspond to the dyad-related precipitating events proposed by 
Tahtinen (2001) since they refer to events that relate to the interaction between two parties. 
Events that take place within each of the parties involved in a relationship may lead the 
relationship to dissolve and these factors are viewed as actor-related precipitating events 
(Tahtinen, 2001). Changes in the strategy of a company may lead to the dissolution of 
relationships with its trading partners if, for example, the supplier's product no longer fits 
with the new strategy of the customer. Mergers, acquisitions or bankruptcies have also been 
identified as causes of dissolution (Halinen et al., 1999). Changes of the personnel may also 
lead to the dissolution of a relationship. For instance, account management turnover has been 
identified as one reason for the loss of customers in the bank industry (Perrien et al., 1995). 
On the other hand, the change of the buyer may result in the replacement of one supplier with 
another despite the good performance of the existing supplier and sometimes due to the fact 
that the new buyer had his own favourite suppliers (Pressey & Mathews, 2003). 
Reasons for the dissolution of relationships have been also attributed to the network around 
the actors. A competitor may make a more attractive offer to a customer and take them away 
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from the existing relationship (Athanassopoulos, 2000; Keaveney, 1995; Pillai & Sharma, 
2003; Wathne et al., 2001). Sometimes changes in the environment also lie behind the 
dissolution of a relationship (Havila & Wilkinson, 2002; Pillai & Sharma, 2003; 
Shankarmahesh et al., 2003). For example, M&S dissolved long lasting relationships with 
some of its suppliers and sourced from foreign suppliers when competition intensified in the 
UK market (Pillai & Sharma, 2003). The dissolution of a single relationship may also lead to 
the dissolution of another connected relationship such as when a supplier loses a customer and 
as a result has to reduce the number of his own suppliers (Pressey & Mathews, 2003). 
While researchers of dissolved relationships have identified a number of reasons for 
relationship failure, the mere description of factors that cause relationship dissolution is not 
enough to explain why relationships end, as relationships may not end purely due to a single 
factor. For example, a customer may switch a service provider because of a single critical 
incident that involves a service failure, a service encounter failure and a failure of the 
employee to respond to the customer's problem (Keaveney, 1995). A customer may also 
become dissatisfied with a number of service failures over a period of time and then decide to 
switch (Michalski, 2004). Moreover, the reasons behind relationship dissolution may be even 
more complex, such as when a number of factors become connected and drive the relationship 
to the end. 
More complex endings have been identified within dissolution studies and the complexity lies 
behind the fact that there are a number of factors that influence the process. Tahtinen (2001) 
identified a large number of actor, dyad and network-related events that precipitated the 
dissolution of a relationship in a business-to-business service context. Within this complexity, 
she identified a number of events that caused customer dissatisfaction with the service 
provision but she also identified precipitating events that lay behind the main dissatisfying 
incidents. For example, she viewed the fact that one of the service provider's consultants had 
other customers as a network-related event since it meant that the consultant was not able to 
concentrate on problem detection during the time of the acceptance testing. This event was 
connected to the delays of the project whereas if the testing had taken place earlier then the 
consultant would have been more readily available. The example suggests that the reasons that 
lead to the dissolution of a relationship may be complex and hard to define, as Laine & 
Ahman (2001) have also argued, highlighting the subjectivity in the interpretation of dissolved 
relationships. 
The proposition that one or more factors may lead a relationship to the end also suggests that 
there is a starting point. This notion has been captured by the trigger event, used mainly in 
business-to-consumer studies but also in business-to-business contexts to denote the event that 
initiates change (Giller & Matear, 2001). The trigger is seen as the reason why the customer 
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starts to think about ending the relationship (Michalski, 2004). It is also seen as the catalyst 
that starts the dissolution path (Roos, 2002) and has been described as any factor that alters 
the current state of the relationship in such a way that the termination process is initiated 
(Roos & Strandvik, 1997 cited by Coulter & Ligas, 2000). 
Trigger events may also be classified as situational, influential or reactional and not only as 
relating to the dyad, the actor or the network (Roos, 2002). A situational trigger represents a 
change in the situation of the customer outside the relationship. It usually refers to a change in 
the customer's private life such as moving houses or changes in work hours or financial 
conditions. Michalski (2004) explained how customers changed their bank when they got 
married. When an influential trigger takes place the customer engages in a comparison 
between the old and the new situation. A new competitive offer is the most common 
influential trigger where the customer starts to compare the new with the old offer. The 
reactional trigger on the other hand refers to changes that take place within the supplier 
company such as a decline in the quality of products or services offered (Roos, 2002). 
Taking a closer look at the trigger events it could be argued that they represent critical events 
that occur during the life of the relationship. They are not therefore different from the factors 
described previously that may lead the relationship to the end. What is identified though is 
that the trigger is not always the ending determinant (Giller & Matear, 2001; Michalski, 2004; 
Roos, 2002; Stewart, 1998a). When, for example, the customer moves houses then the 
location of the service provider may no longer be convenient and this is what makes the 
customer exit (Michalski, 2004). 
The same however could also be suggested for some of the events that were identified as 
reasons for the dissolution. For instance, it was indicated that the change of the customer's 
strategy may make an existing relationship no longer needed. It could thus be suggested that 
the change of strategy does not automatically lead to dissolution; it is the realisation that the 
existing relationship no longer fits with the new strategy that determines the dissolution. 
Similarly, a change in the external environment may create a situation where existing 
relationships are no longer sustainable. So, it is not the fact that the external environment was 
the only force behind the dissolution but also the realisation that existing relationships need to 
be replaced because they are no longer viable. It seems therefore that in these situations 
something happens to make firms start thinking about ending the relationship. This suggests 
that it is important to distinguish between the trigger event itself and how the customer 
responds to the trigger in order to explain why the relationship breaks down. 
In this respect the work of Gardial et al. (1996) and their general view of trigger events 
explains what triggers do in certain instances and how the previous dilemma on whether the 
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trigger is the reason for the dissolution can be explained. They defined a trigger event as a 
stimulus in the environment that is perceived by the consumer to be out of the ordinary and 
relevant to his/her product/service use and which results in some form of change in cognitive, 
emotional, and/or behavioural evaluative response, relative to the particular 
product/service/seller in question. They saw trigger events in a broader way and they tried to 
explore their impact on the consumer's consumption experience, positive or negative without 
focusing on consumers leaving the existing relationship. This view of trigger events was one 
of the first that argued about the effect of triggers in general and in this way tried to explore 
why the relationship changes, what it is that changes and in which direction; positive or 
negative. 
Nevertheless, not all dissolution studies have used the notion of the trigger event to explain 
why the relationship dissolved (Laine & Ahman, 2001; Tahtinen, 2001). Moreover, it has 
been argued that precipitating events come into play at any stage of the ending process and 
should not be seen merely as triggers or antecedents of the process (Halinen & Tahtinen, 
2002). Although this view does not reject the notion of the trigger, it seems to support the 
notion that the process of relationship dissolution may be triggered by more than one. 
However, even in complex dissolutions the word trigger has been used to classify all the 
events that took place (Olkkonen & Tuominen, 2005). As such, trigger or no trigger there is 
always the notion of events taking place and moving the relationship towards the end. 
Halinen et al. (1999) distinguished critical events in a general way as events that emerge from 
the interaction between companies and from the broader environment and therefore it could be 
argued that a change in a firm's strategy is something that relates to the relationship with the 
other party as it affects the relationship. Moreover, when a product failure occurs or the 
customer leaves in pursuit of lower prices it may be argued that these reasons originate from 
the supplier and not the relationship but still they affect the relationship as it is also observed 
in the effect of the reactional trigger that refers to a failure of the supplier. Nevertheless, 
Tahtinen (2001) indicated that the sources of the precipitating events are highly 
interdependent and perhaps overlapping (Figure 3.1). This is because changes always take 
place in the interaction between the parties to the relationship. This view suggests once more 
that the trigger initiates change and it is the change which is of importance in explaining why 
relationships weaken or die. 
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Figure 3.1: Factors influencing Business Relationship Ending: Halinen & Tahtinen 
(2002) 
Predisposing Attenuating Precipitating 
factors factors &events Events 
Actor-related 
Task-related Dyad-related Actor-related 
Actor-related Network-related Dyad-related 
Dyad-related Network-related 
Network-related 
Ending Process 
Direct Indirect strengthening Weakening 
Influence influence influence 
3.3.2 Predisposing Factors 
Work on the dissolution of human relationships has suggested that some critical incidents that 
take place in the relationship reflect the partners' inherent unsuitability for each other. Thus, it 
has been observed that pre-existing personal characteristics of the individuals involved is 
another set of factors that can explain or contribute to relationship dissolution. For instance, 
pairs with similar personalities are more likely to stay together than those who have very 
different personalities (Duck, 1981: 5-6). 
Following the "pre-existing doom" ideas of Duck (1981), research on business relationship 
dissolution has suggested that predisposing factors underlie the relationship from the 
beginning of its existence and they make it more vulnerable to dissolve. These inherent 
characteristics may relate to the task performed within the relationship, the companies, their 
relationship or the network in which the relationship operates (Halinen & Tahtinen, 2002). 
For example, when the task related to producing the product or the service is complex it is 
easier for mistakes to take place. Similarly, when the network within which the relationship is 
embedded involves frequent relationship dissolution as a "norm! ' then a relationship is more 
prone to ending than if it was embedded in a more stable network. It is also recognised that a 
network that consists of many available alternative suppliers may predispose the dissolution 
of a relationship. It is therefore argued that when for some reason it is necessary to switch to 
another relationship then the network full of available options facilitates the switching 
(Tahtinen, 2001). 
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The economic climate that surrounds the relationship has been identified as another network- 
related or contextual factor that may predispose the relationship towards dissolution. Akerlund 
(2004) suggested that it is very difficult for a financial advisor to build a relationship with a 
customer under conditions of a recession when it is more likely that the advice of the service 
provider will fail to deliver the expected outcomes. Laine & Ahman (2001) also identified 
that recession was one of the reasons that lay behind the dissolution of a joint company. The 
recession added vulnerability to the development of the joint company as the partners did not 
have the resources to invest in the co-operative venture. 
Characteristics of the actors themselves may add vulnerability to the relationship. For 
example, when a company lacks competence then the relationship is more prone to dissolve 
after some time. If a supplier lacks the technical competence in producing a product or service 
then it is very likely that mistakes will take place (Talitinen, 2001). One more factor that 
Tahtinen (2001) identified as a predisposing one in her study at the company level was the 
fact that the service provider was too expensive. She therefore suggested that the high price 
was a factor that could influence the future development of the relationship. 
Differences between the companies may also increase the likelihood of relationship 
dissolution. When the companies differ in culture or expectations then it is more likely that 
some events may be perceived as precipitating dissolution by the business actors. Tahtinen 
(2001) identified that the mismatch between the partners' expectations about working styles 
created the platform for certain events to take place and be perceived negatively by the 
customer. The customer expected that the supplier would consult them but this was not 
common practice for the supplier. Similarly, Laine & Ahman (2001) identified that the 
differences in the culture between the partners of a joint company created the platform for 
problems to arise over time. The cultural distance meant that the companies had problems 
understanding each other whereas sometimes they were focusing on different goals. Different 
interests from the relationship and incompatible needs have also been identified as 
predisposing factors for dissolution (Tahtinen, 2001). 
Holmlund-Rytkonen & Strandvik (2003) complemented the predisposing factor category with 
what they call "stress". Their findings showed initially how the relationship weakens in the 
mind of the customer without being overt to the supplier and they therefore contribute not 
only in explaining dissolution if it takes place but also in understanding the dynamics of 
relationships. It seems therefore that the customer may exhibit the same behaviour but their 
attitude about the relationship may change depending on how they perceive the negative 
experience. More importantly, the buyer's stress may influence their satisfaction with the 
relationship but the supplier may not perceive that the negative incidents affect satisfaction 
meaning that they do not recognise the effect for the buyer. In fact, the way the relationship 
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weakens in the mind of the customer without being reflected in an overt behavioural. change 
indicates that there might be a hidden dissolution of the relationship (Strandvik & Holmlund, 
2000). 
They also suggested that negative critical incidents taking place during the life of the 
relationship may cause immediate tension but may also be stored in the buyer's memory and 
have serious effects if they are used in decisions concerning upgrading or downgrading of the 
relationship in the future. They therefore argued that what has happened in the past may affect 
the future and negative experiences that are memorised by individuals may complement the 
understanding of predisposing ending-affecting factors (Holn-dund-Rytkonen & Strandvik, 
2003). 
3.3.3 Attenuating Factors 
Even though a number of factors may lead a relationship to dissolution this does not mean that 
all relationships end when they face problems. Following the findings of Halinen & Tahtinen 
(2002), attenuating factors can also relate to the companies themselves, their relationship or 
the network around them. 
The way the network is structured can bind two parties together. If there is a lack of 
alternatives then the relationship continues even if one of the parties is dissatisfied with it 
(Stewart, 1998a; Vaaland & Tahtinen, 2003). The firm may also perceive that there are not 
any equally attractive alternatives even though a number of other options may exist (Anderson 
& Narus, 1990; Ping, 1993; Vaaland & Tahtinen, 2003). Likewise, the firm may not perceive 
any difference between alternatives and thus not bother to switch even when they have 
seriously thought about switching (Colgate & Lang, 2001). In these circumstances the 
customer may behave as if no alternative exists (Stewart, 1998a). 
Moreover, the network may force an actor to stay in a relationship although they may want to 
dissolve it. For example, in human relationships it has been observed that people who want to 
end a relationship may not do so because they are afraid of the way their social network will 
react (Duck, 1982). Sharma et al. (2001) have also recognised that social pressure to continue 
a personal relationship stems from the fact that society develops negative feelings for those 
people that cannot continue their relationships. Within a business context it has been argued 
that the relationship may be important to other companies in the network and they may use 
pressure to prevent the dissolution of the relationship in order to fulfil their own objectives 
(Tahtinen, 2001). 
The dyad-related attenuating factors show how the state of the relationship between the two 
parties can prevent the dissolution. When an actor is satisfied with the overall relationship 
then short-term performance failures of their suppliers and/or customers may not lead to 
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dissolution (Hetesi & Veres, 2004; Ping, 1993) which suggests that there is a "zone of 
tolerance" (Stewart, 1998a). The customer may also perceive that he will lose benefits that he 
gets from being in the relationship if the relationship ceases to exist (Colgate & Lang, 2001 -, 
Vaaland & Tahtinen, 2003). For instance, a customer may prefer to stay in a relationship 
because he does not want to lose preferential treatment or privileges that he gets from the 
existing supplier and may not get elsewhere (Jones et al., 2002). 
Customers may also remain because of a good personal relationship with individuals from the 
opposite side under conditions of low satisfaction with the core service offering (Coulter & 
Ligas, 2000; Hetesi & Veres, 2004; Jones et al., 2000). This means that the emotional 
attachment that the customer feels for people on the other side makes the relationship more 
resistant to failures (Bejou & Palmer, 1998) and more difficult for the relationship to break 
(Bantham et al., 2003). The customer may thus feel dissatisfied with an aspect of the 
relationship and perceive as beneficial other aspects of the relationship but when he weighs 
them up he is willing to stay. 
On the other hand, some customers prefer to stay in the existing relationship although they 
have seriously thought about leaving because they do not want to spend time and effort in 
searching for an alternative solution (Coulter & Ligas, 2000). Colgate & Lang (2001) have 
argued that this behaviour shows customer inertia and apathy and it is an important 
disincentive to leave service organisations. Bejou & Palmer (1998) also suggest that when 
inertia is present it would take a major failure to undermine the customer's loyalty. Moreover, 
some customers may feel locked in the existing relationship and therefore prefer to stay 
because of the negative consequences they will face if they leave such as financial loses 
(Colgate & Lang, 2001) or negative effects on the company's internal functions such as 
discontinuity of production (Vaaland & Talitinen, 2003). 
The factors that may attenuate the dissolution or the weakening of the relationship mirror the 
factors that sustain and maintain the relationship. In this context the strength of the 
relationship is tested in order to understand how much it takes without breaking. It is therefore 
observed that both rational motives and emotional motives help to prevent the dissolution of 
the relationship when it receives negative influences. However, when these motives are 
analysed within the dissolution context it is not easy to classify the fact that the customer is 
satisfied with the supplier and therefore decides not to break the relationship as only a rational 
motive for preserving the relationship. 
It may be that the fact that the customer is satisfied with all the positive history makes them 
reluctant to leave the other party because of the emotional cost of leaving and for the sake of 
good times. It may therefore be that different psychological mechanisms arise when the 
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customer has to decide to break the relationship. Otherwise the motives refer to rational 
thinking such as the loss of benefits, non-availability of alternatives or equally attractive 
alternatives, unwillingness to spend time and effort to search for an alternative and the 
economic losses from leaving the party, while the loss of the personal relationship refers to 
emotional switching costs. 
Finally, Tahtinen (2001) and Halinen & Tahtinen (2002) suggested that company or 
individual characteristics are essential in promoting the continuity of the relationship. If, for 
example, the company has experience in managing relationships with customers then it may 
use this knowledge and be better prepared to take action and save or maintain its relationships. 
It may be argued that this actor-related attenuating factor is something that lies behind the 
actions that a company may take towards saving or maintaining its relationships. 
3.3A Attenuating Events 
It has also been noted that companies take actions to restore problems that arise within the 
interaction with other companies. These restoring actions may prevent the break up of the 
relationship and they therefore take the form of attenuating events (Halinen & Tahtinen, 
2002). Since it is inevitable that mistakes will occur during the life of every relationship it has 
been shown that the way a company handles performance failures and problems affects the 
perception of the customer and the future of the relationship. Sometimes it may not be the 
performance failure that dissatisfies the other party but the failure or the unwillingness to 
restore the problem. 
As such, it has been shown that service recovery has a positive impact on customer's 
satisfaction (Durvasula et al., 2000) meaning that the ability of the firm to handle the problem 
can restore the customer's initial dissatisfaction. Roos (1999) and Stewart (1998a) also 
referred to the likelihood of the switching process to be stopped when the consumer 
complains and he perceives the resolution of the problem to be satisfactory. Likewise, Ping 
(1999) indicates that if voice fails to resolve problems it might be followed by exit. 
In distribution channels it has been indicated that conflict has a negative impact on customer's 
satisfaction (Skinner et al., 1992) and that disagreements tend to create feelings of 
unpleasantness (Geyskens et al., 1999) but a process view of conflict suggests that the 
aggrieved party may engage in a discussion about the resolution of the problem which may 
trigger a dynamic that enables the relationship to rebuild (Hibbard et al., 2001; Ping, 1997). 
As such, voice is one of the responses to dissatisfaction and has been defined as active, 
constructive, and relationship preserving behaviour aimed at the relationship partner and 
intended to change rather than escape from an objectionable state of affairs, including but not 
limited to alerting the relationship partner to relationship problems (Ping, 2003). Voice is 
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encouraged when overall relationship satisfaction, trust and commitment are high. The 
partner will therefore respond with voice in the case of episodic dissatisfaction since the 
dissatisfied partner perceives the relationship to be of value and will not jeopardise losing the 
partner because of dissatisfaction with an event (Hibbard et al., 2001; Ping, 1993; Ping, 
1997). 
Moreover, when the party's cost of exit is high it will respond with voice to episodic 
dissatisfaction because there is an economic need to stay (Hansen et al., 1997; Ping, 1997). In 
a similar vein, when the relationship is characterised by high interdependence then, all other 
things being equal, the dissatisfied party will use voice and try to resolve the problem since 
the dissatisfied party cannot afford to exit the relationship. However, they may respond either 
with constructive discussion or with negative voice seen as aggressive criticism without 
actions because they are as powerful as the partner and there is less chance of retaliation from 
the partner (Hibbard et al., 2001). 
It has also been argued that if a problem is of great magnitude to one party then, all other 
things being equal, they will not respond with constructive discussion but may use negative 
behaviour or disengage from the relationship (Hibbard et al., 2001). Dant & Schul (1992) also 
observe that if the stakes of the dispute are high and involve great financial implications then 
the party will respond with bargaining and not with problem solving or persuasion. If also the 
party attributes the problem to themselves or to external factors then, all other things being 
equal, they will respond favourably to problematic conditions whereas if they blame the other 
party they will not respond positively. These suggest that the more harmful the action of the 
supplier to the distributor the more negative the response, whereas the more the supplier is to 
blame the more angry the distributor feels which brings a desire for retributive justice even if 
it requires some financial sacrifice on the distributor's part (Hibbard et al., 2001). 
3.3.5 Role of People 
People and personal relationships enter the dissolution discussion to explain how they relate to 
the phenomenon. As such, it is observed that the loss of a personal relationship may 
sometimes result in the ending of a business relationship. For instance, when a sales 
representative moves to another company customers may move with them (Lindgreen, 2000; 
Reynolds & Beatty, 1999). 
Moreover, the personal relationship may sometimes have a negative influence on the business 
relationship. Andersen & Kumar (2006) therefore suggest that the lack of a positive personal 
chernistry is seen as a reason that business relationships fail to develop and/or fail to be 
sustained. Halinen & Sahni (2001) also provide evidence of people who felt humiliated by the 
way the supplier side behaved and the ending of the business relationship had long-lasting 
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consequences for the supplier company. In a service provider-consumer setting the behaviour 
of the service employee towards the consumer has been identified as one of the causes of 
consumer switching. For instance, when the employee behaved in an impolite way towards 
the consumer then he switched to another service provider (Keaveney, 1995). 
Even though it could be argued that there is a fuzzy line between business and personal 
relationships given that conflict about business issues often destroys the personal chemistry 
between individuals, the previous examples indicate that the way the supplier's representative 
behaves may be a failure in itself, eliciting negative emotions and leading the customer to exit. 
This suggests that there is always going to be a better way of treating the customer. It may 
also mean that the negative emotions arising from business issues may differ in intensity or 
content depending on how people from the supplier side behave, which may signal that the 
problematic situation rests on these intense feelings and not on the problem as such. 
For instance, Halinen & Salmi (2001) addressed a situation where there were business 
problems between two parties but the supplier's reaction to the business problem was 
perceived as offensive by the people in the customer side. Moreover, Stewart (1998a) found 
that it was not the problem per se that made the customer exit but what it signified to him. The 
attitude of the service provider made the customer feel that his personal integrity was 
compromised. 
Moreover, there is a distinction between task and relationship or emotional conflict (Reid et 
al., 2004; Rose & Shoham, 2004). Emotional conflict refers to the existence of interpersonal 
incompatibilities between a salesperson and a buyer which may include tension, animosity or 
annoyance. Task conflict refers to disagreements between a salesperson and a buyer about the 
content of the task to be performed. These disagreements could relate to differences in 
viewpoints, ideas and opinions. It has thus been suggested that the two parties may think 
differently about the task but not feel animosity towards each other. There is also the question 
of when task conflict turns to relationship conflict, indicating that buyers are professionals but 
also humans and when the buyer does not like the salesperson any more it is very difficult to 
get that person to change their mind (Reid et al., 2004). 
Vaaland & Hakansson (2003) state that conflict can sometimes be personalised. They suggest 
that the battle between organisations may cause serious pressure on individuals which 
increases the risk of personalising the conflict. However, it may be that more effort is required 
to explain the dynamics of conflict because from a static approach it is not evident when task 
conflict turns into affective conflict and when disagreements over business issues become 
personal conflicts. To this extent, Halinen & Salmi (2001) used an example from Tahtinen's 
(2001) dissolution study to demonstrate that at some point the conflict between two managers 
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turned into personal conflict. However, within this study it was evident that there was tension 
and disagreements which suggests that there might be a threshold as to when the business 
issues become personal issues as Reid et al. (2004) have also argued. 
On the other hand, personal relationships may also serve a crisis insurance role (Ford et al., 
1998: 161). For instance, maintaining a positive contact with a person may result in 
preferential treatment and favours in urgent situations. The good personal relationship 
between senior individuals may play a crisis role and result in a mutually satisfactory solution 
to a serious performance failure of the supplier (Halinen & Saln-ý, 2001). The good personal 
relationship between senior people from the two sides can also be used when the buyer 
decides to change the supplier (Ford et al., 1998: 161). Conflict may also be easier to handle 
and solve when people interact socially outside the working environment and get closer 
(Geiger & Turley, 2005). Boote & Pressey (1999) seem also to suggest the same indicating 
that close interaction between individuals in each organisation encourages the resolution of 
conflict. These findings suggest that people do not only act as agents of their organisation but 
they are also human beings with feelings about other people and with the willingness to help 
and make favours. It has also been shown previously that the good personal relationship with 
employees from the supplier side makes the customer more reluctant to leave when they 
experience unpleasant events (Coulter & Ligas, 2000; Jones et al., 2000; Roos, 1999). 
Moreover, people are the actors that make decisions in order to meet their company's goals 
and their actions are guided by their interpretation of the surrounding business environment 
and what happens within the relationship. Therefore, individual managers navigate the path 
between changes in the environment and events that take place within relationships, they 
interpret their importance and respond accordingly (Halinen & Tahtinen, 2002). This means 
that environmental factors and events have to be perceived as influential by individuals and be 
allowed to create change in the company or the relationship that the company has with other 
companies. It seems therefore that these forces do not have a general impact. What is critical 
or not requiring a response depends on the perception of business actors and the individuals 
that represent them (Halinen et al., 1999). Moreover, the different personalities, experience 
and motivations of individuals working for the companies means that they approach the social 
exchange process differently and their reaction during episodes may influence the evolution of 
the business relationship (IMP Group, 1982). 
Even though many people may interact during the life of a relationship there are certain 
individuals who have the power to make decisions about upgrading or downgrading, 
continuing or ending business relationships. In this respect, quality for a company has been 
viewed as the opinion or perception of the person(s) holding the power on whether to continue 
or end the relationship. Furthermore, it has been argued that the perception of the individual 
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who has the power to make important decisions for the company outweighs the perceptions of 
others who may have different views (Ojasalo, 2000). 
3.3.6 Dissolution Process 
The dissolution process describes how an existing relationship becomes a dissolved one. Not 
many studies have conceptualised dissolution as a process but those that have, break down the 
process into discrete time periods. Leaving aside the theoretical value of shedding light on the 
way the ending process can be conceptualised, managerial value can also be gained from the 
study of the dissolution process. Therefore, it has been suggested that the study of the 
dissolution process improves the understanding of relationships (Laine & Ahman, 2001; 
Stewart, 1998b). Moreover, the understanding of the dissolution process may enhance the 
possibility of stopping the process at an early stage (Laine & Ahman, 2001) or being able to 
identify early warnings (Alajoutsijarvi et al., 2000; Stewart, 1998b). Otherwise if the 
relationship has to end the dissolution may be managed in a "beautiful" way so that any 
negative consequences affecting both parties can be avoided (Alajoutsijarvi et al., 2000). 
Stewart (1998b) was the first to empirically ground the exit process within the service 
environment (see Figure 3.2). 
Figure 3.2: Model of the Exit Process: Stewart (1998b) 
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The ending process begins with the customer's perception of a problem and proceeds with the 
customer voicing their concern to the service provider and experiencing emotions about the 
problematic conditions. The customer evaluates the problem and the way it has been handled 
by the provider while they may also consider other problems that might have occurred in the 
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past. At the same time, they consider the overall relationship and the expectations from the 
service provider while they may also consider other available alternatives. Factors found to 
inhibit exit were the length of their relationship, the fact that they knew and were known by 
the staff and the perception that closing/transferring accounts was difficult. If the customer 
decides to exit then the process moves to the exit stage where the customer is informed. The 
process ends with the post-exit evaluation during which the customer evaluates how their new 
relationship with the bank is perceived relative to the previous one. Moreover, it was argued 
that it was not only a problem influencing the customer's decision to exit but a number of 
them. 
Similarly, Coulter & Ligas (2000) examined the consumer-service provider relationship 
dissolution process within different service contexts and separated the process into three 
stages: the dissolution stage, the exit stage and the post-dissolution stage (see Figure 3.3). 
Figure 3.3: The Long Exit: Coulter & Ligas (2000) 
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A trigger event initiates the process. After the trigger the customer enters a breakdown phase 
which may last for some time. During this period the customer experiences positive and 
negative events, complains and evaluates the transactional and psychological switching costs 
associated with leaving. A final critical incident causes the customer to exit the relationship 
which may take place actively by informing the provider, passively by writing a letter or 
without giving notice. Finally, in the post-dissolution stage the customer acknowledges the 
possibility of reactivating the relationship. 
Roos (1999) also gathered consumers' switching stories to identify both the reasons for and 
the process of switching. She indicated that there were clear reasons that made the consumer 
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switch supermarket stores but sometimes there were more than one reason for doing so in 
which case one was identified as the main one and the others as sub-determinants. She also 
identified a process when the consumer hesitated about whether or not to switch stores. In that 
case there were factors that mitigated and prolonged the switching decision such as personnel, 
price or range of goods or convenience of location which gave indications of the existence of 
barriers such as social bonds. 
However, some of these factors strengthened the decision of the customer to switch stores 
such as the unpleasant attitude of the personnel, although the main switching determinant was 
another factor. Emotions were part of the process as a consequence of what dissatisfied the 
customer. For instance, they might have been angry with the price or just dissatisfied but the 
categorisation of emotions was difficult. Complaints were not very common but when they 
appeared it was evident that the reaction of the other party to the customer's complaint was 
decisive for their switching, if there was not satisfactory restoration. 
In a latter study she suggested clearly the role of the trigger in the switching process 
suggesting that the trigger makes the customer sensitive to the switching determinant that is 
the trigger gives the energy and direction and the switching determinant gives the 
performance (Roos, 2002). For instance, price might be a switching determinant but the 
competitive offer means that price is perceived as the determinant (Roos et al., 2004). 
When dissolution is viewed as a process then a time perspective is taken to understand how 
the relationship weakens and finally ends. The time perspective was captured to some extent 
previously when the events that cause or hinder the ending were described as well as by the 
way the party responds to problems that arise, but when each dissolution story is seen as a 
process then it is easier to understand cause and effect relationships and the dynamics of 
change which may be abrupt and dramatic or gradual. In this way the vagueness that 
sometimes appears with respect to what a trigger event is seems to disappear. For instance, 
Flint et al. (1997) indicate that a trigger can be both a singular event or the culmination of a 
series of events. 
We can observe why the customer starts to perceive differently the other party, the emotions 
that he experiences about the other party or if he engages in a discussion to resolve the 
problem and his concems. We can also observe whether other events promote the dynamics, 
how a second or more incidents dissatisfy even more the consumer and how actors connected 
to the customer, such as friends and family, influence their view about the service provider. 
The dilemma that the customer faces when they think about staying or leaving also becomes 
evident as well as what influences this switching dilemma. 
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Ping & Dwyer (1992) were the first to conceptualise the business relationship ending process 
and they divided the process into the committed and dissolution phase, which were further 
divided into seven sub-stages: the positive, negative, intra-personal, intra-company, inter- 
company, public and aftermath stage (see Figure 3.4). 
In the positive stage the relationship is characterised by commitment and the partner wants to 
maintain the relationship despite conflict and episodic dissatisfaction. The negative stage is 
the result of chronic dissatisfaction and the actor perceives the relationship negatively, while 
any further episodic performance failure increases the overall level of dissatisfaction. 
Figure 3A The Process of Relationship Termination: Ping & Dwyer (1992) 
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In the intra-personal stage the individual responsible for the relationship evaluates and decides 
about the future of the relationship possibly terminating the relationship. In the intra-company 
stage the individual communicates with the senior management of the company and they 
consider the response to the problematic situation, remedial measures or termination. In the 
inter-company stage the two parties discuss the restoration or dissolution of the relationship. 
In the public stage the parties communicate to network actors the disputes or progress of 
negotiations. This stage can occur before, during and/or after the inter-company stage whereas 
in the aftermath stage the parties inform the network about the ending of the relationship. 
However, if at the intra-company stage people perceive high constraints from ending then the 
exit option is not available. When structural constraints are absent then the company involves 
the other party in the dissolution process. However, at that stage the dissatisfying party may 
influence the other party to delay its plans for tern-ýinafion if they promise improved role 
performance. 
Tahtinen (2001; 2002) also developed a dissolution process model in a business-to-business 
service setting when she studied the dissolution of a relationship between two companies. She 
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divided the ending process into six stages, where each one of the stages is formed by actions 
and events that take place as the relationship moves towards the end (see Figure 3.5). 
Figure 3.5: The Process of Business Relationship Ending: Tahtinen (2002) 
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The consideration stage consists of the actor's decision-making behaviour concerning the 
ending or continuing of the relationship. During the consideration stage the parties assess the 
reasons for and the possibility of ending the relationship. If attenuating factors are present 
then the parties may consider continuing the relationship. The communication stage refers to 
all communication concerning the decision to end or continue the relationship. This 
communication may come from the network such as when the party in the exchange learns 
that their counterpart is trying to secure an alternative to replace them. Or it may refer to the 
announcement that the continuation of the relationship depends on whether the problems are 
resolved; until the supplier is finally informed about the ending of the relationship by letter or 
in person (Tahtinen, 2001; 2002). If a voice strategy is used in the communication stage then 
the success of the restoration depends on the reactions of the partner (Tahtinen, 2002). 
The restoration stage consists of the actors' actions to restore the relationship which, if 
successful, may stop the process. The disengagement stage refers to events that depict the 
deterioration of the relationship - diminishing volumes of exchange, conflict and tense 
atmosphere, people stop talking with each other, the customer losing their trust in the supplier 
- and it also involves the final end of the relationship. The enabling stage consists of actions 
that make the dissolution possible, such as searching for alternatives to replace the incumbent. 
The sensemaking/aften-nath stage refers to all actions that take place in order to explain and 
make sense of what happened during the dissolution process (sensemaking) or after it 
(aftermath) which involves discussions that took place within the companies as well as people 
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reflecting on the situation and thinking what could have been done differently or expressing 
opinions about the other party (Tahtinen, 2001). 
Communication can be direct or indirect and self or other-oriented (Alajoutsijarvi et al., 2000; 
Giller & Matear, 2001; Pressey & Mathews, 2003). Direct communication strategies - 
communicated and revocable exit - state explicitly the true exit intentions of the disengaging 
party. A self-oriented way of communicating the message is when the disengaging party states 
that the relationship is over without giving the opportunity to the other party to discuss the 
decision (fait accompli). If the two parties discuss then the discussion may take place in a 
positive atmosphere where the parties agree that dissolution is appropriate (negotiated 
farewell - other-oriented). On the other hand, the discussion may turn into accusations and 
arguments over whose fault it may be (attributional conflict - self-oriented) (Alajoutsijarvi et 
al., 2000). 
Revocable exit is a strategy closely related to voice. In mutual-state-of-the-relationship talk 
the disengaging party communicates their exit intention but are willing to discuss with the 
other party and give the opportunity to restore the relationship. Hence, revocable exit is 
similar to voice but with the threat of exit and it is an other-oriented strategy. In diverging- 
state-of-the-relationship talk the parties have different views and are unable to find a common 
ground unless one or both change their self-orientation. Finally, the voice option can be other- 
oriented when there is an effort to change the relationship and self-oriented where the 
disengager is aiming at changing the partner (Alajoutsijarvi et al., 2000). 
Indirect communication strategies - disguised and silent exit - do not state explicitly the 
partner's wish to exit. In disguised exit the disengaging party communicates implicitly the exit 
message using words or actions. Pseudo-de-escalation is an other-oriented strategy that falls 
within disguised exit where the partner takes action to change the relationship such as stating 
their wish to reduce their investment in the relationship whereas they actually plan to exit the 
relationship. Cost escalation is a self-oriented strategy where the disengaging party 
communicates their exit intention by actively trying to create a negative atmosphere. By 
demanding reduced prices or extra services the party tries to make the other party end the 
relationship by themselves. In signalling the disengaging party uses public media or network 
actors to inform the party of their own exit intention (Alajoutsijarvi et al., 2000). 
In silent exit the disengaging party remains silent about their exit decision. The fading away 
strategy (other-oriented) falls within the silent exit category where there is no communication 
between the parties but an implicit understanding that the relationship is over. In withdrawal 
(self-oriented) the disengaging party creates distance from the other party and in this way it 
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communicates the exit message such as changes in the openness and frequency of 
communication (Alajoutsijarvi et al., 2000). 
It seems that the identification of exit dissolution strategies is also not easy because the 
assumption is that when parties send messages and perform actions they have in mind that 
they want to exit (Alajoutsijarvi et al., 2000) which may not always be true. So, from 
observing the incident and the action and reaction of the parties towards each other the focus 
is on seeing what strategy is being used. However, by looking at the incidents there is an 
opportunity to learn about the way conflict is handled and about the responses to various 
incidents. 
Thus, when the focus shifts from labelling the strategy being used to the actual incident that 
results in exit this is a process in itself that gets lost. This process involves critical 
events/triggers, the reaction to these problems, such as willingness to discuss in a positive 
way, or destructive responses such as blaming each other or not being able to find a common 
ground. Voice also appears as positive, such as trying to change the relationship or negative 
that is trying to change the party. 
Moreover, the role of the individual in handling the situation is revealed especially when 
many individuals at different levels of the organisation are involved and they use different 
disengagement strategies (Alajoutsijarvi et al., 2000). This seems to suggest that not everyone 
has the same way of handling problems that arise which demonstrates that personal 
characteristics of the individual might play a role. Moreover, Alajoutsijarvi et al. (2000) 
noticed that the individual level operated within the incidents, showing that during the 
incidents individuals from the two sides personalised the conflict by exchanging harsh words. 
Taking a closer look at the way the dissolution process has been conceptualised in the service 
environment it can be argued that there is correspondence with the business ending process. 
As such, during the consumer dissolution process the consumer evaluates whether or not to 
end the relationship (consideration stage). During the process the consumer voices their 
concerns to the service provider and later on they inform them about exiting (communication 
stage). The service provider may take action to solve the problem (restoration stage). There is 
also the notion of a gradual disengagement of one party from the other reflected in the 
emotions that the customer feels with the experiences and the gradual decline leading to exit. 
However, Tahtinen (2002) perceives that interorganisational business relationship ending 
differs from consumer switching behaviour and for that reason both kinds of ending cannot be 
described with a single model. 
Moreover, when processes are compared with each other different patterns may appear. 
Michalski (2004) identified six types of consumer switching processes: forced, sudden, 
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creeping, optional, involuntary and planned. Forced ending shows that a change in the 
environment outside the relationship, job changes or shifts in the competition force the 
customer to end. In the case of sudden ending one unacceptable interaction leads to the 
decision to end immediately or soon after. Creeping endings refer to gradual decline in the 
quality of the providers' offerings expressed by a large number of critical incidents. Optional 
endings refer to the situation where the customer no longer cultivates the relationship with the 
service provider and the relationship is no longer valuable. In those cases the trigger is 
situational, such as when the customer finds by accident his deposit book and ends the 
relationship. Involuntary endings happen when the bank refuses to give a loan. In the case of 
planned endings the customer is aware that the relationship is time limited. Within these 
processes she also identified elements that were previously described, such as complaints, 
emotions, triggers, the initial state of the relationship, that is if the customer before the trigger 
was committed to the relationship and how commitment and satisfaction changed with the 
influence of events. 
Other ways of comparing the processes suggest that the strength of relationships is not related 
to the length of the process for those switching paths that had the same switching determinant. 
Thus, in one instance the customer with the longer relationship made a prompt and total 
switching decision and another with a shorter relationship hesitated. Still, the processes with 
different experiences may be more sudden or longer as Michalski (2004) shows. The 
processes have also been compared according to the extent to which the customer perceives 
that he will or will not repatronage the provider in the future, that is how strong their reaction 
is (Roos, 1999). 
Tahtinen (2001) also argued that the two processes she examined differed in the number of 
predisposing factors, precipitating events and attenuating factors. Therefore, one was more 
complex than the other and took a longer time to dissolve. However, one of the relationships 
was continuous and the other was pre-determined to end and therefore it was logical to 
identify these differences. Nevertheless, it seems that the more factors influence the 
dissolution the more complex and longer the process. 
Moreover, even though it seems like the dissolution process advances progressively and 
moves from one stage to the next, until the relationship ends, the process may not always be a 
successive sequence of events and stages. Tahtinen (2001) observed that the stages may take 
place at the same time for some period of time or that the process may move backwards and 
forwards between the stages. Hence, she suggested that the dissolution process may not 
follow an order and for this reason she described the process irrespective of the time the stages 
took place during the process. 
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Other researchers have also identified that it may be difficult to separate an interconnected 
process into separate stages (Bygballe & Harrison, 2003; Harrison, 2001) which also becomes 
evident from Talitinen's (2001) study. For instance, the fact that the parties discussed the 
problem in order to find a solution is placed in the restoration stage but the fact that they 
decided during the meeting to continue the relationship is placed in the consideration stage. 
Similarly, it is not easy to separate the disengagement from the communication stage since 
people feel that things are getting worse and worse so they can understand that the 
relationship is at risk. Tahtinen (2001) saw the communication stage as messages that were 
clearly showing dissolution signs. It also appears that she did not see voice within the 
communication stage although it was suggested previously that the communication stage 
involves all communication about not only ending but also continuing the relationship. 
Moreover, Laine & Ahman (2001) suggested that their process involved no direct 
communication but negligence about the relationship and withdrawal as parties started not to 
focus on mutual goals but operate on their own. They therefore argued that these stages could 
be seen as indirect communication strategies but they were not labelled as such. 
3.3.7 A Conceptual Framework for the Analysis of Relationship Dissolution in 
Supermarket Supply Chains 
Given the exploratory nature of this research, the objective is to build a framework rather than 
apply or test an existing one. However, rather than start with a blank sheet and ground a 
framework in our empirical findings, the proposed conceptual model (Figure 3.6) is informed 
by the foregoing literature review, taking due account of the (limited) empirical evidence of 
buyer-supplier relationships in UK supermarket relationships. 
From a theoretical perspective the model focuses on what are perceived as the four key 
dimensions from the literature - the existence and impact of triggers in the dissolution process 
(Coulter & Ligas, 2000; Stewart, 1998a), the role of dependence and relationship 
(dis)satisfaction as a barrier to/precipitator of relationship dissolution (Ganesan, 1994; 
Bendapudi & Berry, 1997), the availability and consideration of alternatives (Stewart, 1998b; 
Hocutt, 1998) and the dynamics of relationships over time (Holmlund-Rytkonen & Strandvik, 
2003). The definition of the triggers, in the context of UK supermarket supply chains, is 
informed by the empirical evidence from Feame & Hughes (1999), Zanquetto-Filho et al. 
(2003), Hingley (2001), White (2000) and Duffy (2002), resulting in the specification of four 
triggers or critical events that signify the start of the dissolution process - the change of 
supermarket buyers (which breaks any social bonds that may have been developed between 
the previous buyer and suppliers), the strategy of supply base rationalisation (which has as its 
objective the reduction of the number of suppliers and thus the dissolution of certain buyer- 
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supplier relationships), technical faults on the part of the suppliers (which increase transaction 
costs and reduce the level of competence-based trust that the buyer may have in suppliers), 
and a change in the market environment (eg the takeover of Safeway by Morrison's in 2003, 
which resulted in the replacement of Safeway suppliers with Morrison's suppliers and created 
a trading environment of heightened price competition). 
The model recognises that conflict is inevitable in buyer-supplier relationships. Thus, over 
time there is likely to be a cyclical process of relationship decline and then recovery, as a 
result of functional conflict resolution and/or a lack of alternative suppliers. However, in the 
study of ultimate dissolution, it is hypothesised that there is a combination of factors, 
preceding and following the specific trigger identified by the supplier as the critical event, that 
result in terminal decline and that the process of decline will be accelerated or attenuated by 
the strength of the relationship, in terms of the social bonds between buyer and seller and/or 
the economic bonds that result from the nature of the product and the volume of business 
conducted between the respective parties, which are critical components of dependence. 
Simple hypothetical scenarios are identified to show what happens after each trigger. In the 
rationalisation scenario it is hypothesised that once it takes place then the focal relationship is 
evaluated against alternative offerings and if the customer is not satisfied with the existing 
offering then the relationship ends. Within this scenario it is not expected that people can 
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Figure 3.6: Conceptual Framework 
prevent the rationalisation of those suppliers that are not able to offer what the customer needs 
on the basis of a good personal relationship or a positive history of satisfactory interactions. 
In the change of buyer scenario it is hypothesised that once a new buyer becomes responsible 
for the management of the relationship there is automatically a change in the relationship. So, 
the effect of this trigger on the relationship is that the social capital that may have been 
developed between the previous buyer and representatives from the supplier company 
disappears and the relationship starts afresh. The change of buyer trigger may also result in the 
ending of the relationship if the buyer decides to dissolve it, in favour of another supplier 
known to himther from a previous employment or another department. The proposed 
framework suggests that under these circumstances the existing relationship is evaluated 
against alternative options resulting in exit if the buyer is dissatisfied with the existing 
situation and alternative suppliers exist. 
The technical fault scenario postulates that when the supplier's performance falls below a 
given acceptable level then depending on the customer's threshold level and the previous 
history of the relationship the result may be conflict between the two parties but the supplier 
has an opportunity to resolve the problem and maintain/restore the relationship. It is 
hypothesised that the better the relationship between individuals the more likely it is that the 
buyer will give the supplier time to solve the problem. However, if problems with the 
supplier's performance persist, then alternatives will be evaluated and the relationship slides 
towards dissolution. 
Finally, the environmental change scenario proposes that changes in the external environment 
might trigger the process of relationship decline, evaluation of alternatives and eventual 
dissolution, if correcting action is not taken by the supplier. Four examples of external 
environmental change were envisaged: First, a new competitor may appear with a more 
attractive offer. The customer may then evaluate the existing relationship relative to the new 
offer and decide to switch if he becomes dissatisfied with the existing offering. Second, a 
significant change in the industry structure, such as the SafewaylMorrison's merger, might 
trigger the dissolution of some relationships as existing Safeway suppliers were replaced by 
existing Morrison's suppliers in key own-label categories such as fresh produce, meat and 
dairy. Third, increased competitive rivalry between supermarkets operating in a mature market 
and fighting for market share could force supermarkets to become even more price orientated 
in their sourcing. Under these conditions the dissolution of supplier relationships may result 
from customers switching to a more price competitive offer which existing suppliers are 
unable to match. Finally, low consumer demand was identified as a possible environmental 
trigger as customers become increasingly disinterested in low growth categories and seek 
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innovative new products which incumbent suppliers may be unable to develop cost-effectively 
or quickly enough. 
It is hypothesised that in none of these circumstances of external environmental change would 
personal relationships or the relationship history play a significant role in preventing the 
dissolution, given the scale and importance of the economic consequences and, in the case of 
the Safeway/Morrison's merger, the history of Safeway's relationships would have been 
effectively erased. 
The link between dissatisfaction and recovery acknowledges that even at a late stage in the 
dissolution process the supplier can take actions and prevent the dissolution, although the 
likelihood of restoration may be small. 
It is important to stress that the framework was developed with own-label and commodity 
suppliers in mind, as it is in these sectors that suppliers are most vulnerable to the dissolution 
of relationships, given the lack of branding and consumer loyalty to their products and the 
abundance of alternative suppliers. 
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4 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
There are a number of different research methods available to social science researchers, 
ranging from experiments and surveys, to histories, case studies and archival analysis. The 
first condition that guides the choice of research method is the type of research question that is 
being asked. In general, "what" questions can be exploratory in which case any of the above 
methods can be used, but case studies are often favoured when the area of research is 
relatively new or the research question requires in-depth analysis that crosses functional and 
academic boundaries. "Who", "where", "how many" and "how much" questions are likely to 
favour survey and archival analysis (Yin, 2003). 
When the research objective involves the incidence or prevalence of a phenomenon or the 
prediction of certain outcomes then survey and archival analysis are generally preferred. On 
the other hand, "how" and "why" questions are better answered with the use of case studies, 
experiments or histories because these questions are more explanatory and deal with links that 
need to be traced over time (Yin, 2003). 
In order to distinguish when it is more appropriate to use a case study, a history or an 
experiment the rationale shifts to the extent to which the researcher has control over and 
access to actual behavioural events. Histories become the favoured method when there is no 
access to or control over actual behavioural events, for example, when there is no relevant 
person alive to comment, even in retrospect, on the topic under research. In these situations 
the researcher has to rely on other data collection methods such as primary or secondary 
documents. Histories however can be used to study a contemporary event in which case the 
methodology overlaps with the use of case studies (Yin, 2003). 
Experiments on the other hand can be used when it is possible to manipulate the behaviour 
either in a laboratory environment or in the field. With an experimental research strategy the 
investigator in the laboratory isolates one or two variables and assumes that the laboratory can 
control for all the other variables beyond the scope of the study. In the field setting the 
investigator may expose groups of people in different "treatments" and perform social 
experiments (Yin, 2003). 
The case study strategy is preferred when the focus is on contemporary events and the 
relevant behaviours cannot be manipulated. A case study is therefore an empirical enquiry that 
investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the 
boundaries between the phenomenon and the context are not clearly evident, whereas the 
experiment separates the phenomenon from its context and focuses on a limited number of 
variables, and the history does not separate the phenomenon from its context but deals with 
non-contemporary events. In addition, surveys can deal with the phenomenon and its context 
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but their ability to investigate the context is limited because of the effort to limit the number 
of variables under study (Yin, 2003). 
Importantly, these research methods are not mutually exclusive but can be combined to 
provide richer insight into the research question. However, a case study research is preferred 
when "how" and "why" questions are being asked about a contemporary set of events over 
which the researcher has little or no control. The case study also offers the ability to 
understand complex social phenomena, as it allows the researcher to retain the holistic and 
meaningful characteristics of real-life events, such as organizational and managerial 
processes, change or relationships (Yin, 2003). 
Those who have studied actual relationship dissolution have relied on the case study 
methodology, based mainly on historical, retrospective reports of the people involved as the 
source of evidence. This is because "how" and/or "why" research questions have been asked 
(Laine & Ahman, 200 1; Tahtinen, 200 1), the researcher had no control over the events and the 
phenomenon had to be studied in its real-life context because relationship dissolution is a 
complex process embedded in a context (Tahtinen, 2001). Others have also relied mainly on 
qualitative data collected through interviews or case studies based on retrospective reports for 
understanding dynamic phenomena in interorganisational relationships (Akerlund, 2004; 
Olkkonen & Tuominen, 2005; Wendelin, 2004) given the complex nature of relationship 
dissolution (Michalski, 2004). 
Bearing in mind the conditions that favour the case study approach, the objectives of this 
study as well as the way that relationship dissolution has been approached methodologically 
in general, the case study strategy was considered appropriate for this study. More 
specifically, there is clearly a need to allow people to speak and trace events over time within 
their real-life context in order to increase the understanding of the phenomenon under study. 
4.1 CASE STUDY RESEARCH METHOD 
The case study is a research method which focuses on understanding the dynamics present in 
single settings (Eisenhardt, 1989). In the question "what is a case study", Stake (2000) states 
that the case study is a choice of what is to be studied. Cases can be individuals, groups, 
organizations, programs, nations or can be critical incidents, stages in the life of a person or 
anything that can be defined as a specific, unique, bounded system. Cases are therefore units 
of analysis. Defined again in a general way but more close to business phenomena, Bonoma 
(1985) suggests that a case study is a description of a management situation. Yin (2003) 
points out that the complete case study relies on multiple sources of evidence and benefits 
from the prior development of theoretical propositions in order to guide data collection and 
analysis. 
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Stake (2000) distinguishes between three types of case study. The intrinsic case study is 
carried out because the researcher seeks to understand this particular case. The study is not 
undertaken in order to understand some abstract concept or generic phenomenon but because 
the case has something exceptional to say. The instrumental case study on the other hand has a 
secondary role because its purpose is to understand something else. The case is studied in 
depth but because it enhances the understanding of what is of interest. Nevertheless, it is 
suggested that there is no line to distinguish between the intrinsic and the instrumental case 
because the researcher has many interests at the same time, some specific and some more 
general. Finally, the collective case study is an extended instrumental single case. Several 
cases are therefore studied in order to explore the phenomenon. 
Somewhat similar, Yin (2003) distinguishes between single and multiple case studies in order 
to explore the phenomenon under study. A single case study may be used when the case is a 
critical case, that is, when the case meets all of the conditions for testing the theory. A single 
case can also be used when the case is extreme or unique such that another similar case is 
difficult to find but the case itself is worthy of investigation. When the case is representative 
or revelatory then the single case study design can be adopted. In the first instance the case 
represents a number of situations and therefore the study of one case can reveal information 
about the others. In the second instance the case reveals information about a phenomenon that 
has not been investigated previously. Finally, a single case study may be used when it is of a 
longitudinal nature (Yin, 2003). 
The multiple case study design uses more than one case to investigate what is being studied. 
Although it is argued that multiple cases sacrifice depth for breadth they do allow the 
replication of pattems identified in previous cases or the contradiction of findings between the 
cases. Therefore this design treats the cases as a theoretical sample where each case is an 
individual study that complements the others or reveals differences and different aspects of 
the theory through the cross-case analysis. When the result is identified in several cases then it 
is considered more robust than results derived from single cases (Johnston et al., 1999; Yin, 
2003). Similarly, when a different pattern emerges between the cases then it may be for 
reasons that can be understood and again the theory is replicated or modified (Yin, 2003). 
When similar results are therefore found among the cases then the replication is literal. When 
there are contrasting results but for predictable reasons then there is a theoretical replication 
but if some cases do not work as predicted then modification must be made to the theory. This 
means that each individual case study is a concentrated study where evidence is sought with 
respect to the facts and conclusions for the case and the report for each case should show how 
and why a particular proposition was demonstrated or not demonstrated. Across cases the 
methodology should indicate the degree of replication logic and why certain cases had certain 
83 
results whereas others had contrasting results (Yin, 2003). As such, the researcher may 
undertake more than one case study but each case study is a concentrated inquiry into a single 
case and what can be learned from it (Stake, 2000). 
The actual number of cases to be used if the multiple case study design is chosen may range 
from two to whatever the researcher thinks is appropriate. There is no optimum number of 
cases to be studied but it is suggested that cases should be added until theoretical saturation 
occurs. Nevertheless, some suggest two to four cases as the minimum number and ten to 
fifteen as the maximum for postgraduate research, given the time and money constraints as 
well as the quantity of the data that can be managed effectively (Perry, 1998). At the same 
time, their selection would allow for literal and/or theoretical replication (Yin, 2003). 
Although case studies have been criticised for lack of generalisability the objective of case 
study research is not to generalise statistically the findings but to increase the understanding 
of what is being studied, generalising or expanding the theory (Tikkanen & Tuominen, 2000; 
Yin, 2003). The mode of generalization when doing case studies is analytic generalization in 
which a pre-existing theory is used to compare the empirical results of the case study and such 
analytic generalization can be used in both single and multiple case studies (Yin, 2003). 
Moreover, one of the strengths of the method is the use of multiple sources of evidence which 
can be collected through interviews, documents, observation, participant-observations, 
physical artifacts, archival records or even surveys whereas the case may involve more than 
one unit of analysis. Even though not all sources of evidence can prove useful to all case 
studies it is suggested that the use of multiple sources of evidence is important in order to 
achieve data triangulation and enhance the reliability of the findings (Yin, 2003). 
The multiple sources of data for others facilitate the "perceptual triangulation" and provide a 
fuller picture of what is being studied. As such, the case method is basically concerned with 
the investigator's interpretation of management's signification of events, information and 
reality. It therefore depends on the researcher's perception about management's meanings and 
not on some objective reality (Bonoma, 1985). 
In this light the goal of data collection in case research is not quantification but a) description, 
b) classification, c) theory development and d) limited theory testing. As such, the goal is 
understanding and the depth of knowing which overcomes the risk of low data integrity. To 
conclude, case and other qualitative research can move marketing scholars closer to marketing 
managers while it allows the investigation of a number of important marketing problems for 
advancing marketing knowledge in new and significant areas (Bonoma, 1985). 
Multiple cases were considered appropriate within this study for identifying different 
incidents to explain why and how dissolution takes place in the specific setting, given the 
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potential diversity in product/market characteristics, industry structure and supermarket 
strategies. The selection of the multiple case study design also followed the advice of Yin 
(2003) who suggests that multiple case designs may be preferred over single case designs 
even if this means doing a "two-case" case study. This is because the single case design is 
vulnerable because the investigator relies only on this study whereas the analytic benefits 
from having two or more cases may be considerable. 
In this study, data were collected with the use of a questionnaire and through personal 
interviews. However, the main source of information was the interviews conducted with key 
informants from supplier companies. This is because interviews are considered one of the 
most important sources of case study information and can offer considerable insight to the line 
of enquiry (Yin, 2003). 
It is important to stress that the issue under study is commercially sensitive, so rich evidence 
from other sources, such as internal documents or newspaper articles, would be lacking. 
However, in those instances where certain documents became available they were treated very 
carefully because even though the evidence corroborated the personal interview they had to be 
reported in such a way so as to protect the supplier company. 
Nevertheless, the main "flaw" of the case study method used for this research is that it relies 
exclusively on the views of supplier companies about an interorganisational phenomenon. As 
such, both parties should have been interviewed in order to draw accurate conclusions about 
relationship dissolution. However, the reality is that few, if any, retail buyers are likely to talk 
about their policies towards or experiences with dissolved relationships with suppliers. This 
might have decreased the accuracy of the evidence obtained but it did not prevent the 
exploration or explanation of a neglected but important area within interorganisational 
relationships and especially in the context of UK supermarket food supply chains. 
The lack of multiple sources of evidence and the lack of the customer's perspective means 
that each case within the multiple-case design may not represent a case study by itself-, rather 
all of the cases represent a case study of relationship failure in the specific industry and even 
then the requirement for the perspective from both parties is not met. However, under the 
circumstances and given the fact that each case provides a unique story and insight on 
relationship dissolution it could be argued that each case is a case study and all of them form a 
multiple case study design. The cases can therefore be seen as instrumental because they offer 
insights to the break down of relationships. 
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4.2 RESEARCH PROCEDURE 
4.2.1 Initial Survey 
In order to identify case study companies a survey was administered to find companies that 
had experienced the loss of business with one or more supermarkets and who were willing to 
discuss their experiences in confidence. The survey also provided a means of gaining some 
background information about the context of the relationship dissolution - the size of the 
company, the sector, their perception of relationship quality prior to dissolution and the trigger 
event that started the dissolution process. 
The questionnaire was sent to the managing directors of 440 companies operating in the UK 
fresh produce, meat and dairy sectors, on the 16'h July 2004. The company names and contact 
details were provided by the relevant trade organisations (Dairy UK Ltd, Meat Manufacturers 
Association and Fresh Produce Consortium) and the respective databases had been used for 
previous research in these sectors. The mailing contained a cover letter explaining the purpose 
of the study, the questionnaire and a postage paid return envelope. Due to the sensitive nature 
of the subject under investigation the survey was made anonymous without any possibility of 
identifying the respondent companies and respondents were assured of the confidential nature 
of the study. However, the survey requested companies to include their contact details if they 
were willing to discuss their experiences further, in confidence, in follow-up face-to-face 
interviews. Two weeks after the initial mailing a ren-: iinder letter was sent to all firms 
accompanied with another copy of the questionnaire and a pre-paid return envelope. The 
second mailing excluded companies that had returned the questionnaire and had provided their 
contact details. All those companies who provided their details were thanked by letter or email 
for their support. 
4.2.2 The Questionnaire 
The questionnaire (Appendix A) required respondents to provide information about their 
company, to state the number of customers they had in 2000 and the number of customers 
they had at the time they were completing the questionnaire, to state how many of those 
customers were key to their business and to define what a key customer meant to them. Those 
companies who had lost one customer or more during the last four years were asked to state 
the reason (the trigger event) for up to three customers they had lost. 
They were then asked to answer questions about the customer they had lost most recently, on 
the basis that this would have been the one they remembered the clearest. These questions 
referred to the state of the relationship before it ended, its duration and the ending process 
itself. These included questions about the efforts the supplier made to comply with the 
customer's requirements, develop new products and investing in processing capacity 
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specifically for the customer. There was a question on conflict resolution, to capture the 
manner in which episodic problems had been dealt with and there were questions about the 
nature of the personal relationship between the two parties and the ease with which they 
believed the customer would have replaced them. Questions were included concerning the 
suppliers perception of the customer's honesty and benevolence towards them, as an 
indication of the level of trust that existed prior to dissolution. Questions about the extent of 
communication and information sharing were also included to capture the closeness or 
distance between the two parties, complementing the question about the nature of the personal 
relationship and the question about the extent to which the customer had invested time and 
effort to develop the relationship with the supplier. The purpose of these questions, all of 
which comprised statements and a five point likert scale (strongly disagree, disagree, neither 
agree nor disagree, agree, strongly agree) was to try and establish if there was anything 
"wrong" with the relationship (ie precipitating factors at the outset) or whether there was a 
degree of relationship strength at some stage in the past. 
Three questions referred directly to the dissolution of the relationship. One required 
respondents to consider whether or not they felt they had done everything they could to 
prevent it. The other two were designed to capture the time dimension of the dissolution 
process and whether the respondent could see the end coming. 
The question about the extent to which the supplier had difficulty to replace the customer 
referred to the outcome of the dissolution for the supplier whereas the key customer question 
complemented the previous one as well as the information related to the customer involved in 
the dissolution experience. 
Those companies who had not lost any customers between 2000 and 2004 were asked to 
comment about a relationship which they perceived to have declined. In this way it was 
thought that the survey would also capture relationships that were problematic and had an 
uncertain future. It was anticipated that including this option would increase the response rate 
as it would enable more recipients to 'qualify' as respondents. The overall survey response 
was 19% with 81 usable questionnaires returned and was comprised mainly of suppliers from 
the fresh produce industry, with a small number of dairy companies and meat packers (see 
Table 4.1,4.2). The frequency responses from the survey data are shown in Appendix D. 
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Table 4.1: Total Sample Characteristics 
Total 
Sample 
Mean=E I 1-20m. 
Number of Meat 8 Average Annual Turnover Mode=E21-50rn 
companies Jýangq: - : EI01-200m 
Number of Dairy 7 Average number of supermarket 
Mean =4.2 
Mode =4 companies customers in 2000 Range=15 
Average number of key supermarket 
Mean =2.5 
Number of Fruit companies 15 
customers in 2000 
Mode =2 
7 
Number of Vegetables 38 Average number of supermarket 
Mean =3.4 
Mode =2 companies customers in 2004 Range=16 
Number of Fruit & 8 Average number of 
key supermarket 
Mean =2.1 
Mode =2 Vegetables companies customers in 2004 Range 7 
Number of Meat & 2 Average relationship 
duration of 12.6 years Vegetables companies ended relationships 
Average relationship duration of 13 years difficult relationships 
Table 4.2: Case Study Companies Sample Characteristics 
Case Sample 
Mean=f 1 1-20m 
Number of Meat 
- Average Annual Turnover Mode=E6-10m companies Range=E21-50m 
Number of Dairy 2 Average number of supermarket 
Mean =5 
Mode =3 companies customers in 2000 Range 6 
Average number of key supermarket 
Mean =2.9 
Number of Fruit companies 2 customers in 2000 
Mode =3 
Rangq=5 
Number of Vegetables Average number of supermarket Mean =3.9 
companies 
4 
customers in 2004 Range=8 
Number of Fruit & Average number of key supermarket Mean =2.2 
Vegetables companies 
1 
customers in 2004 Range=5 
Number of Meat & 
Vegetables companies 
Simple bivariate analysis of the survey responses was undertaken but no significant 
relationships were identified between, for instance, the trigger and aspects of the relationship 
or the ending process or between the trigger and organizational aspects so no further detailed 
analysis was conducted. Moreover, it is important to stress that the fundamental purpose of 
the survey was not to statistically test relationships between concepts but to identify 
companies who had experienced relationship failure and to provide some initial insight into 
the reasons for that failure as well as information that could prove helpful during the follow- 
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up interviews in terms of their attitude towards key customers, the triggers they had identified 
and their description of some of the key characteristics of the relationship. 
The survey identified 23 companies who showed an interest and were willing to discuss their 
experiences. The companies were then contacted by email or telephone in order to make 
appointments for follow-up in-depth interviews. 
From the 23 companies initially identified, 9 could not be reached, resulting in 14 companies 
willing to participate in the second stage of the multiple case study methodology. Twelve of 
them operated in the fresh produce sector and two of them in the dairy sector. Given the 
number of the companies that finally agreed to participate it was decided that all of them 
would be selected to form the multiple case study design. From their responses to the 
questionnaire it was not clear how many of their supermarket relationships had dissolved and 
how many were in a declining state. However, of the fourteen companies, two had commented 
only on declining relationships and the others had commented on at least one dissolved 
relationship. 
4.2.3 Interviews 
The in-depth semi-structured interviews took place in a location specified by the respondent 
between November 2004 and February 2005. The average duration of the interviews was 
about 2 hours. One person was interviewed from each supplier company with the exception of 
two cases, where two people from the supplier company participated in the interview. The 
interviewees were the people with the greatest knowledge about what happened and in the 
majority of cases were Managing Directors, owners or senior managers of the respective 
suppliers. It would have been desirable to gain the views of other employees involved in the 
relationships and the ending process but with the exception of the two cases already 
mentioned this was not possible. In several cases this was due to the fact that the companies 
had ceased trading so only the original owners had any interest in participating and former 
employees has moved on. 
In 4 of the 14 interviews more than one dissolved relationship was discussed. This resulted in 
16 dissolved relationships being revealed. However, one of the relationships that was initially 
identified as declining was a partly dissolved one and the other declining relationship included 
an incident of partial dissolution. As such, the final number added up to 17 dissolved 
relationships and two in decline, one of which included a partial dissolution. 
The in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with the aid of an interview guide 
(Appendix B), covering information about the company and the respondent, the history of the 
relationship and the dissolution process. The conceptual framework was based to a large 
extent on past studies of consumer switching behaviour (Coulter & Ligas, 2000; Stewart, 
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1998a; 1998b) and the work of Tahtinen (2001; 2002) and Halinen & Tahtinen (2002) in 
business relationship dissolution. However, when the first interviews were conducted it was 
clear that some questions were not relevant to the particular context of this study and were 
subsequently dropped. For example, it was not critical to know whether internal discussions 
took place as things were happening in an effort to make sense of the changes that were taking 
place but only to know what sense the individuals made of the situation and what they could 
have done differently. Likewise, it was not important to know the exact way in which the 
suppliers were informed about the intention of the customer to exit the relationship but to 
focus on the events that took place before and during the dissolution process. 
4.23.1 Recall 
When people are asked to tell the story of a relationship that has dissolved they have to move 
back in time and explain what happened. Those who have explored ended relationships have 
done so by asking first the interviewee to say in their own words what happened (Coulter & 
Ligas, 2000; Roos, 1999; Tahtinen, 2001). Sometimes that was enough for the story to 
uncover key events, issues and causal factors and other times it was not. Past studies in the 
area have also worked from the dissolution story and backwards to discover not only the 
reasons for the dissolution but also aspects of the history of the relationship. That history was 
revealed when respondents referred to why they hesitated and took them a long time to exit 
(Coulter & Ligas, 2000; Roos, 1999). Aspects of the history of the relationship were also 
revealed when people within past studies were explaining how their satisfaction with the 
supplier's product was influencing them to maintain the relationship despite the occurrence of 
unsatisfactory incidents (Tahtinen, 2001). 
The same method was used here to uncover the story, so participants were asked to give open 
accounts of what happened and why. People usually began by saying in a few words the main 
story and after that they were encouraged to be more specific about their experience. 
Depending on the experience people chose to start the narration from a specific point in time. 
Sometimes that meant that the story started from the initiation of the relationship or the early 
days of the relationship. Other times it meant that the narration started some time before the 
relationship ended. People were also asked to go back during the time they were describing 
the way the relationship dissolved as it was important to gather information about the state of 
the relationship while it was still alive. Thus, the interviews generally began with a broad 
question and then proceeded to get more and more focussed as more information was revealed 
about what people had said and done, the supplier's performance over time, their position 
among the supply base, if they trusted the customer, contributions to the development of the 
relationship and the nature of the interaction between different individuals. 
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In this way it was possible to elicit information about how the relationship had evolved and 
identify positive and negative elements or weaknesses of the supplier relative to the 
competition. However, depending on the story some questions were not asked as they were 
deemed less relevant and/or were covered, at least partially, in the responses they had given in 
the questionnaire. 
Questions asking about restoring actions that people and their companies or the customer took 
to prevent the escalation of the dissolution process were also posed and at the end of every 
interview interviewees were asked to consider what, if anything, they felt they could have 
done differently to prevent the dissolution. 
A very similar interview guide (Appendix Q was developed for the three cases where the 
relationship had been identified as declining rather than dissolved. However, at the time of the 
discussion one of the interviewees revealed a relationship that was partly dissolved and 
therefore the discussion followed the same fonnat. 
From a methodological point of view it would have been useful to have other sources of 
information (eg archival documents) and the perceptions of other people, on both sides of the 
relationship. However, given the considerable sensitivity of the subject and the fact that 
many/most of the supermarket buyers would have moved from their positions at the time of 
the dissolution it was not considered feasible to elicit the views of supermarkets on the 
different reasons why supplier relationships come to an end. Indeed, at the time the interviews 
were being conducted the Competition Commission was conducting its second review of 
supermarket purchasing behaviour, which made it even more difficult to approach 
supennarkets for their views on this sensitive subject. 
It is also highly likely that the supplier companies that participated would not have agreed to 
take part in the study if they knew that the customer's point of view was being sought to 
compare with theirs. This was evident from the fact that the respondents wanted to preserve 
their anonymity. Moreover, if the customer's point of view was added in the initial design of 
the case study then it could be argued that it would not have revealed the stories and the data 
that it did reveal. Some of the companies would most probably not have participated or, as the 
literature acknowledges, the dyadic nature of the research may have become a limitation 
because individuals may have restricted the information they provided for fear of it being 
divulged to their customers. The respondents may also have restricted or increased the depth 
of their responses or withheld some of their feelings because of the sensitive commercial 
nature of relationship dissolution as a research subject (Giller & Matear, 2001). The one-sided 
nature of the research may therefore not be seen as a limitation to the results of the study. If 
however the conditions had been ideal and both parties were open during the interview the 
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customer's perspective would have given further insight to the study even if their view was 
contrary to the supplier's perspective. 
All but one of the interviews were tape recorded with the pennission of the people involved. 
In the one interview where it was not possible to do so, notes were taken at the time of the 
discussion and subsequently typed up. The interviews were transcribed word by word. 
4.3 ANALYSIS 
4.3.1 Qualitative Analysis 
Once the interviews were transcribed summaries were prepared and sent to the informants for 
review. The reports summarised what was discussed during the interview and the respondent 
was asked to review and comment if they thought that something had not been reported 
accurately. They were also asked to answer some additional questions that arose as a result of 
the preparation of the reports. Respondents were once more thanked for their support and 
reassured about the confidentiality of the research. Six of the respondents made comments and 
answered additional questions about the reports they had received. The transcription and the 
preparation of the reports helped the analysis that followed given that considerable time and 
effort was given to familiarisation with the data to ensure the story was fully understood. 
From the original set, eleven cases were included in the analysis. One was excluded due to the 
limited information obtained because of unforeseen circumstances at the time of the interview. 
Another case was considered inadequate given that the respondent was not part of the actual 
company that had experienced the dissolution and six more cases were also left out because 
on reflection it was deemed that insufficient information had been provided. 
Qualitative analysis transforms raw data into findings (Patton, 2002). Or as Miles & 
Huberman (1984) suggest qualitative analysis is data reduction, data display and drawing as 
well as verifying conclusions. In this process no rules exist to guide the data analysis except 
the rule to do the very best with the best intellect in order to fairly represent the data and 
conununicate what the data reveal in the context of the study (Patton, 2002). 
The case study is undertaken as with all research methods to answer some questions that 
guided the study from the outset. When the researchers try to organize their study they try to 
find those issues that give the answer to the initial questions. Following this logic, three 
general strategies for analyzing the case data need to be addressed. The first one is to follow 
the theoretical propositions that led to the case study. In this way the analysis is guided to 
concentrate on certain data and ignore other data while the propositions help to organize the 
case study and define alternative explanations. The second strategy is to define and test rival 
explanations, which can be related to the first strategy because the initial theoretical 
propositions might have included rival hypotheses. The third strategy is to follow a 
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descriptive framework for organizing the case study (Yin, 2003). In an effort to understand the 
case study the investigator seeks issues that are unique. In essence, the researcher tries to 
identify those issues that help to fulfil the inquiry as well as those others that inspire the 
researcher and can be learned within the opportunities of the study (Stake, 2000). 
More specifically, Patton (2002) argues that any qualitative data reduction and sense-making 
effort that tries to identify core meanings and consistencies within a qualitative material is 
content analysis. Mason (2002), without using the term content analysis, suggests ways to sort 
and organize qualitative data. She therefore makes reference to cross-sectional indexing which 
involves indexing the data according to a set of common principles. In this way the analyst is 
using the same lens to explore patterns and themes which occur across the data. She also 
refers to non-cross sectional organization of the data which involves ways of seeing and 
sorting the data without necessarily using the same lens across the whole dataset. This means 
that there is something particular in the context rather than common or consistent across the 
data that needs to be searched such as the dynamics of a setting or a life story. 
When Patton (2002) refers to content analysis he also explains the identification of core 
meanings which are called themes or patterns. This essentially means analyzing the core 
content of interviews and observations to determine what is significant. However, he also 
suggests that the essence of the analysis is not just to find a concept or label to organize 
together the data. What is important is what people actually say and the description of events 
remains the essence of qualitative inquiry. The analyst has therefore to be able to let the data 
speak for themselves and tell their own story. 
Patton (2002) describes how to cross-analyse cases in an effort to identify patterns and themes 
and also describes the mechanism of transforming the raw data to patterns and themes. Even 
though he does not refer to content analysis when he discusses the writing up of the case 
study, the view is that the case is written up by transforming the data to a case study in such a 
way that the reader is able to understand what is being studied. 
Thus, in transforming data to a case study the analyst should take the reader into the case 
situation and experience. How to tell the story remains a difficult question to answer but the 
analyst should try to describe in a rich way the case so that the reader is able to understand the 
phenomenon under study and make his own interpretations about meanings and significance 
(Patton, 2002). In this effort the analyst spends considerable time and effort in telling the story 
from the data. In this process and before cross-case analysis begins the analyst decides what to 
report in order to represent the case in the most appropriate way. As such, the process of 
within-case analysis involves the detailed case study write up for each site and allows the 
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unique patterns of each case to be revealed before the researcher makes the effort to identify 
patterns across cases (Eisenhardt, 1989). 
In essence, content analysis requires the researcher to organize the data within or across the 
cases so as to bring to the foreground the initial concerns of the study as well as learn as much 
as possible within the opportunities of the study. To this extent Eisenhardt (1989) suggests 
that the cross-case comparison forces the investigator to move beyond initial impressions 
stemming from the data which may lead to identifying concepts not initially anticipated. This 
can be achieved especially with the use of structured and divergent ways of looking at the 
data. 
The use of existing theory is also particularly important in the analytical process. Relating the 
empirical findings with similar findings from the literature enhances the confidence in the 
validity of the case study findings as well as strengthens their likely generalisability to other 
settings. It is also important to examine literature with conflicting findings first because doing 
otherwise reduces the confidence in the empirical finding. It also offers the opportunity for 
more creative thinking or it illustrates the limits to the generalisability of the focal research 
(Eisenhardt, 1989). 
431 Within-Case Analysis 
The analysis undertaken for the purpose of this study followed the principles of content 
analysis and was guided by the theoretical propositions and rival explanations general 
analytical strategies. It therefore started by looking carefully at each individual case and 
organized the data around five main themes: the business environment, the relationship itself, 
the trigger event, the process including the causes of the dissolution, and the aftermath. All of 
these themes had been recognized before the collection of the data but some of these emerged 
more clearly from the interaction between the data and the existing theory such as the business 
environment theme. 
4.3.2.1 The Business Environment 
The business environment lies outside the customer and supplier organisation but plays an 
important role in the evolution of the relationship. It may include the condition of the 
economy (eg recession or booms), the condition of the retail industry (eg economic situation 
of the industry, competitive intensity of the industry, structural changes of the industry), the 
condition of the sector within which the supplier operates (eg sector growth, maturity or 
decline). 
This was described using the comments that people made during the discussion concerning 
aspects of the environment within which they operate and how it has changed over time which 
appeared to be important in explaining background factors to the dissolution. For instance, 
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although rationalisation can be identified as a trigger event it may also be placed within the 
context that surrounds business relationships that operate within the UK food retail setting. As 
such, the general trend towards rationalisation is a factor that underlies the industry and 
operates in the background of every relationship between non-branded suppliers and UK 
supermarket customers. In order, therefore, to distinguish between the two, rationalisation as a 
general trend within the food retail industry is a factor that describes the context within which 
the relationship is embedded but when the customer takes the decision to rationalise then 
rationalisation becomes the event that triggers the ending process. 
Environmental changes are also factors that describe the context that surrounds the 
relationship. Even though the environmental change factor had been only mentioned in the 
trigger section of the conceptual framework it became evident that it also had to be considered 
on its own. This is because sometimes these changes may trigger the dissolution and other 
times they may not. As a general comment, the condition of the business environment was 
used to explain and understand what happened within the stories and for this reason the 
revised framework produced at the end of the analysis gave a more prominent place to the 
business environment within it. 
4.3.21 Relationship Quality/Strength 
The categorisation of the information in the economic, technical and social dimension using a 
means-end approach happened at the analysis stage of the research. The iterative process 
between the theory and the understanding of the collected information resulted in the decision 
that this was the best way for depicting the stories. First, because Holmlund's (2001) model of 
relationship quality integrates various concepts under the three dimensions and represents a 
useful way for analysing the business relationship. Second, because it can also be used to 
categorise the reasons for dissolving the relationship. Moreover, it also expanded the thinking 
behind the links of the original framework as it showed more clearly the effects of the trigger 
on the different dimensions of the relationship. 
The categorization and interpretation of the data in the economic dimension was influenced by 
Holmlund's (2001) model of relationship quality and the rational perspective of relationship 
maintenance which refers to the extent to which there is a calculative or an economic motive 
underlying the customer's willingness to maintain the relationship. As such, the economic 
dimension of the relationship was described by using the share of the customer's business the 
supplier accounted for as well as the price of the product, the existence or not of any brand 
equity or alternative suppliers and economic benefits to the customer and supplier. It was then 
possible to suggest if the supplier had economic importance for the customer, an interpretation 
that was also based on the events that took place before the relationship ended and what 
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respondents learned from the experience of dissolution. Other data were also used to show the 
extent to which the economic dimension changed over time and why. 
The technical dimension was influenced by Holmlund (2001) who places within it concepts 
like the reliability and the conformance of the offering in terms of how dependable and 
accurate it is according to what was expected and how well it is perceived to meet the specific 
requirements. The flexibility of the process, like the adjustments that the supplier makes for 
the customer, are also included as well as the innovativeness of the offering. In this study the 
technical dimension of the relationship included the performance of the supplier in terms of 
product quality. The accommodation of the customer's needs and the improvement of the 
product offering (eg new products) were also used to describe the technical dimension of the 
relationship. This dimension was also linked to the first one given that sometimes the 
characteristics of the product offering had the ability to create an advantage for the supplier 
relative to the competition according to the supplier's view and therefore an economic motive 
for the customer to preserve the relationship. Moreover, the data also revealed whether the 
dimension changed as time passed by and if so, why. 
The social dimension of the relationship described the nature of the personal relationship 
between individuals and their interaction. It therefore presented data that reflected essentially 
the smoothness or not of the interaction among individuals from the two organisations, any 
changes in the interaction between individuals over time, the closeness that existed between 
individuals from the two organisations or not and why. Certain times during the description of 
the dimensions the study presented information that reflected whether the supplier trusted the 
customer and whether the supplier perceived the customer as loyal towards them. These data 
complemented the whole of the discussion because they revealed the extent to which there 
was confidence in the stability of the relationship and why. 
The study did not however categorise the compliance/non-compliance of the supplier with the 
customer's requirements within the social dimension. Holmlund (2001) suggests that one 
aspect of the social dimension, congeniality, reflects among other things smoothness in 
interaction and prompt reaction of the parties to each other. However, the compliance/non- 
compliance of the supplier was used to describe the technical dimension of the relationship 
given that it reflected the adjustment of the supplier to the customer, an aspect that is placed 
within the technical dimension but it was also acknowledged that this aspect had in one case 
an effect on the personal relationship between individuals from the two companies. 
It is therefore argued that the attempt to categorise attributes within the three dimensions 
showed that some attributes used to describe one dimension were revealing information about 
another one. For instance, the innovative activity of the supplier is an aspect that describes the 
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technical offering but it may also lead to improved economic outcomes for the retailer. The 
previous dilemma about the categorisation of the data in the social or technical dimension 
may be seen as another example. Bearing in mind the means-end hierarchy as well as the fact 
that certain pieces of information may reveal more than one thing about the relationship the 
analysis describes each dimension and its meaning together and does not separate them. 
The objective of distinguishing the three dimensions was in demonstrating positive elements, 
negative elements and vulnerabilities of the suppliers relative to the competition or from the 
competition. Moreover, the effort to distinguish the elements that formed these dimensions 
was helped by the way people were telling the story of the dissolution. To this extent the 
information describe more than the positive, strong or negative elements that lay in the 
relationship and captures also the weak position of the supplier to offer what other suppliers 
could offer. It may not be therefore entirely accurate to label the history of the relationship as 
strength although strong elements appeared during the dissolution process. 
4.3.23 Trigger 
The triggers were originally reported in the survey responses and verified by reading through 
the stories. The analysis then moved on to describe what happened after the trigger event. 
4.3.2.4 Dissolution Process 
This part of the analysis first showed the effect of the trigger on the relationship and explained 
why the relationship dissolved. However, this study did not make an explicit categorisation of 
all events that precipitated the dissolution as Talifinen (2001) did. It explained why dissolution 
happened but did not extract all the precipitating events and put them in categories. The focus 
was on understanding why dissolution took place but not by explicitly identifying each event 
that took place as moving the relationship closer to the end. This happened because there is no 
one way for analysing and presenting the information. 
One specific case illustrates this point. In that case one event that influenced the dissolution 
was the fact that one of the customer's employees informed people at higher levels of 
management about something that the supplier had said against them. Even though this is a 
precipitating event following Tahtinen's (2001) thinking this study focused on the fact that the 
customer found out about the accusations and how that influenced them. 
As such, within this dissolution context time is taken into consideration in the same way it has 
been considered by those who follow the critical incident technique. So, following the story 
told by the supplier we can observe the dynamics, identify the trigger and its effect on the 
relationship as well as the influence (or not) of the relationship in preventing the ending from 
happening. The focus was therefore on why the relationship dissolved, whether aspects of the 
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relationship tried to prevent the dissolution or not and restoring actions that suppliers took to 
prevent the dissolution which also shows the process aspect of the dissolution. 
Moreover, the dissolution process was kept broad enough in order to capture the dynamics of 
the experience since it was not considered appropriate for the purpose of this study to break 
down the process in stages. The exception is that the study recognizes the aftermath theme as 
separate from the dissolution process even though for Tahtinen (2001) who makes use of the 
specific term, the aftermath is a specific stage of the dissolution process. This is because 
emphasis in this study was given to what were the views of people on whether they could 
have done something differently and on what they have learned from the experience. It also 
included the extent to which there was a possibility for the reactivation of the relationship 
when there was evidence. For this reason this study made use of the term because it was 
considered as a representative and helpful concept but without having as an objective to 
suggest something different from other researchers. 
4.3.2.5 Aftermath 
The last part of the within-case analysis focused on what the suppliers could have done 
differently with the benefit of hindsight as well as on comments that the interviewees made 
about what they had learned from the experience. In certain occasions the supplier company 
had a chance or was in the stage of negotiating the restart of the relationship with the customer 
and this was also included in this part of the analysis. 
In general, the within-case analysis also followed the thinking of Patton (2002) when he 
argues about the power of the qualitative data and the view that the objective is not simply to 
identify a label to organize the data but to let the data speak by themselves. This was the 
approach of this analysis because the reader can follow the real data presented in each case, 
the theme for organizing the data and the interpretation of the data and draw independent 
conclusions. 
The objective therefore of the within-case analysis was to represent the case according to the 
initial questions as well as explain in the best way what happened and why. This analytical 
process was guided by the literature and the effort that was spent not to riiiss information that 
was revealing the initial enquiry as well as was specific to each case and played a role in 
explaining the dissolution. 
433 Cross-Case Analysis 
The cross-case analysis was also performed using the principles of content analysis. The study 
identified themes for looking across the cases in the effort to improve the understanding of 
relationship dissolution as well as identify similarities and differences between the cases. In 
this last part of the analysis one more analytical dimension was added that had appeared 
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implicitly within the cases. The risk factors were identified which sometimes corresponded 
with the predisposing factors, a notion used in dissolution research to explain more fully the 
phenomenon. Moreover, the economic, technical and social dimensions helped the cross-case 
analysis in extracting some of the risk factors (see Table 6.1) and bringing together the 
reasons for the dissolution as well as the elements or the restoring actions that tried to prevent 
it. 
Given the diversity of the case evidence it was not possible to identify exactly the same 
findings replicated across many cases. Still, it was possible to identify "similae' patterns, 
sometimes almost identical patterns and sometimes contradictory evidence. For instance, it 
was identified that people can play a role in promoting the dissolution but cannot always play 
a role in preventing the dissolution. More similar findings showed that for example people can 
decide to dissolve the relationship for the same reason. 
In addition, it was possible to identify patterns that followed the same logic in the way they 
influenced the evolution of the relationship. This was another way of looking at the data 
because even though the data were organized around a theme the analysis was also directed 
towards explaining the way the theme influenced the dissolution (eg trigger, business 
environment, risk factors). This seems to correspond with the explanation building analytic 
technique which is a special type of pattern matching (Yin, 2003). 
This was however something used as a general guide in the whole analysis because the study 
tried to interpret and explain why things happened as they did within and across the cases. 
However, there were also similar findings within these themes such as the fact that similar 
risk factors were identified or that similar triggers appeared. This enabled even more the 
explanation of the findings and their role in the dissolution process because it was possible to 
have more examples to base the analytical thinking. 
Effort was also spent in relating the findings to the existing literature, either supporting or 
contradicting the focal findings. This process increased the understanding of the phenomenon 
within the specific setting and enhanced the credibility of the focal findings. Moreover, it was 
deemed as a necessary part of the explanation building technique given the need to offer the 
most accurate explanation of a phenomenon that has not been explored before in the specific 
setting. 
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5 CASE STUDY FINDINGS 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 
In order to understand relationship dissolution it is necessary to explore three areas: the 
context of the business relationship (eg the food retail environment, the importance of the 
business relationship to the supplier and the underlying quality of the relationship), the causes 
of the dissolution (the trigger event(s)), and the dissolution process, with particular emphasis, 
in this study, on the role that different elements of relationship quality have in accelerating or 
attenuating the process. Thus, in presenting the key findings from the case study interviews, 
the material has been analysed under three main headings, with the addition of a fourth stage - 
the aftermath - in which the interviewee reflects on the lessons learned and alternative courses 
of action that could have been taken, to avoid the dissolution of the relationship, with the 
benefit of hindsight. 
In the following analysis use has been made of the information provided by the survey, on the 
size, structure and focus of the business and the importance of the underlying/historical 
quality of the relationship with the supermarket customer whose business they had lost. The 
in-depth semi-structured interviews were used to substantiate the information provided in the 
survey, with respect to the context of the relationship, and explore in some detail the process 
of dissolution, from the initial trigger to the eventual loss of business. 
For reasons of confidentiality, the names of the products, the names of the companies and 
customers have been removed and the information provided about the companies involved 
and the relationship context has been restricted in order to preserve the anonymity of the 
companies involved. Moreover, given the imperative importance of maintaining anonymity of 
the respondents, in many cases the quotes have been paraphrased in order to make it 
impossible to identify the companies concerned. This makes the presentation of the findings 
more difficult, as knowing the companies involved often makes it easier to interpret and 
rationalise the actions of the supplier and the customer, but in the interests of research ethics 
all information linking the key findings to specific businesses has been removed. 
5.2 CASE No. 1 (Supplier A) 
5.2.1 Company Background 
Supplier A is a multinational supplier of fresh produce. It has several UK supermarket 
customers but also supplies other companies who in turn serve the supermarkets. The person 
interviewed was the UK Commercial Director subsequently referred to as Respondent A. 
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5.2.2 The Customer 
The customer involved in the dissolution process was identified as a key customer and has had 
a relationship with the supplier for some years. In the survey, Respondent A described a key 
customer for their business as one who "gives them the confidence to invest in the long-term 
development of the business';. This indicates that the supplier was confident about the future 
of the relationship and had a long-term, strategic orientation. 
5.23 The Context of the Relationship 
5.2.3.1 Business Environment 
Throughout the interview reference was made to and emphasis given on the changing food 
retail industry environment. Respondent A explained the way supermarket customers changed 
their purchasing strategy within commodity sectors and moved towards rationalised and more 
efficient supply bases. 
"Once upon a time we had a business with every single supermarket in the UK, we 
supplied them all with various bits and pieces ... to get the cost out and get the 
economies of scale what they started to do is give you exclusivity of a depot so you 
served Retailer A ... then they took it to the next 
level which was, instead of having 6 or 7 
suppliers we can reduce this down to 4,3,2 or even 1 and by doing that we will go to 
an even lower cost price therefore we will save even more money and it is viable as the 
supplier because you have got the volume so therefore you can make efficiency savings, 
you pass them on to them and therefore they got a cheaper price... " 
In the survey, Respondent A reported that in 2000 they had several supermarket customers 
and that in 2004 they had fewer customers. 
Another key aspect highlighted was the price competition between supermarkets. 
"... certain retailers ... will go out and compete on price... " 
5.2.3.2 Relationship Qualily 
The survey responses (see Table 5.1) suggest that the relationship before its dissolution 
contained both positive and negative attributes. Respondent A suggested in the survey that 
they usually responded quickly to Retailer A's demands. However, they did not develop any 
new products exclusively for them and they neither agreed nor disagreed with the view that 
they had invested in processing capacity specifically for Retailer A. These three statements 
capture the supplier's contribution to the relationship and demonstrate the technical dimension 
of the relationship. The statements therefore show that Respondent A perceived to have made 
some contribution to the relationship. However, during the discussion it became evident that 
Supplier A had not always complied with Retailer A's demands. Moreover, it was evident that 
given the commodity nature of the products they were not able to provide something different 
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from the competition. An exception to this was the product A2 they were offering where they 
perceived to have a point of difference from the competition. 
Table 5.1 - Survev Response (Relationship Qualitv) for Case No. I 
Strongly Neither Strongly 
I Disagree agree nor Agree disagree disagree agree 
The writing was on the wall for some time before we lost this 
account 
We did not expect our relationship with this customer to 11 
deteriorate as quickly as it did 
We did everything we could to prevent the loss of this account LI V/ 
This customer invested considerable time and effort in developing 
a relationship with us before things started to go wrong 
Thi s customer was not always honest with us 
We thought this customer was looking out for our interests and 
was not only concerned about meeting its own objectives at our V/ I 
expense 
We had good personal relationships with this customer for most F1 I 
of the time 
We usually responded quickly to this customer's demands LI L-1 
... ... .... ...... ..... ..... ..... ....... ...... ........... . ...... . ... . ............ We made investments in processing capacity specifically for this 
customer 
We developed new products exclusively for this customer 
When we had disagreements with this customer they were usually 
resolved in a mutually satisfactory way 
There were few occasions when we had face to face meetings 
with this c us t omer to discuss important issues 
_ - - - This customer usually shared information with us when we asked 
forit 
This customer would have had little difficulty in replacing us 11 LI iý 
..... .... . ... ... This customer was one of those we would have described as a L 
'key. customer'.. 
- We had little difficulty in replacing the lost business with this LI LI 
customer 
In the survey, Respondent A further suggested there were frequent meetings between the two 
parties to discuss important issues, the customer usually shared infon-nation with them when 
they asked for it and disagreements were usually resolved in a mutually satisfactory way. 
They also suggested that good personal relationships existed between individuals from the 
two sides before things started to go wrong. These statements reflect the social dimension of 
the relationship and indicate that there was frequent and positive interaction between 
individuals from the two sides. During the interview it was evident that the two parties had 
frequent interaction at various levels and that they were working together for the improvement 
of the business. However, it became evident that good personal relationships existed before 
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the loss of the product Al account but the relationship between the technical managers was 
not working well. Moreover, certain disagreements were not resolved to Retailer A's 
satisfaction given the supplier's non-compliance. 
In the survey, it was also suggested that Retailer A did not invest considerable time and effort 
to develop the relationship with Supplier A. This statement reflects the behaviour of the 
customer towards the supplier and is also an indicator of the closeness or distance between the 
two parties. During the interview it became apparent that once Supplier A lost the product AI 
account and started to supply Retailer B there was no relationship between them and Retailer 
A. This probably explains why they disagreed with the statement. 
Respondent A suggested that Retailer A was looking after their interests and they were not 
only concerned about meeting their own objectives at their expense and that Retailer A was 
not always honest with them. During the interview Respondent A argued that Retailer A was 
looking after their interests before they lost the product Al account but stopped looking after 
their interests once they lost the product Al account. During the interview it also became 
evident that Retailer A was not always honest with them. 
Finally, in the survey Respondent A suggested that Retailer A would not have had difficulty 
replacing them. This statement reflects the economic dimension of the relationship and shows 
whether the customer felt tied to the supplier and considered him difficult to replace. During 
the interview it became evident that Retailer A did not have difficulty in replacing them as a 
product Al supplier. However, in the survey Respondent A suggested that they did have 
difficulty in replacing Retailer A. During the interview it became apparent that Supplier A had 
some difficulty in replacing Retailer A before they started supplying Retailer B with product 
Al, 
The examination of the relationship between Supplier A and Retailer A before the trigger 
event took place reveals that the relationship had strong and weak dimensions. Supplier A was 
supplying Retailer A with a number of different products in significant volumes. As the 
magnitude of the exchange was high, Supplier A was an important supplier to Retailer A and 
they felt secure. 
"Our strategy was that the more different products, the more business we did with 
somebody, the safer, the stronger we were in our accounts. It didn't work out like that 
but that was the strategy, so you did product Al, you did product A3, you did product 
A2, you did product A4 ... we had reasonably good business in all three, the product A4 business was the smallest but it was still a sizeable business... " 
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But none of these elements were irreplaceable given the availability of alternatives and the 
commodity nature of the products. It could therefore be suggested that the magnitude of the 
exchange was not making Supplier A irreplaceable. 
"... but special different things they couldn't get from anybody else no, because very 
often they ... are dealing with a number of different people at the same time ... we might do it quicker .. but the style in the UK is ifyou drop out, there are 2-3 other people stood 
there, ready to take your place" 
Nevertheless, taking into consideration Respondent A's thoughts it is observed that Retailer A 
would have found a certain degree of difficulty in replacing the volumes they were supplying 
in product A3 as other suppliers must have had the capacity to replace such big volumes of 
product. 
"... nobody else could supply and do the volume we did in the periodfor product AY' 
Retailer A would have incurred a switching cost in the effort to replace Supplier A given the 
time they would have spent replacing the resources and the short-term economic losses they 
would have faced from not having the products available. 
In technical terms, the performance of Supplier A with respect to product (and service) quality 
was high with the exception of the problematic performance they were facing on product AI 
in a specific depot. 
"... we were 99% whatever it was ... and we knew our rejection rates ... now we had one 
on going issue for quite some time where one particular depot, we always got scored 
lower there than in the others, so we looked at the depots, we have got the same source 
and the same quality of product going to all three, some of them we scored very high, 
we all scored low in the other ... the people there were particularly harsh when they 
scoredproductAl andthey always had been... " 
Nevertheless, it was possible for Supplier A's offering to be replaced by other suppliers. 
Despite their quality, some of the products supplied did not have any difference from 
alternative supplies. It seems therefore that Supplier A did not have the ability to differentiate 
all their products from alternative suppliers, given their commodity nature, but they did 
perceive that they had a point of difference from competition on product A2 and this view was 
also shared by Retailer A. As such, it could be suggested that the technical characteristics of 
product A2 were creating sales and economic benefits to Retailer A difficult to replace given 
its difference from other products A2. 
"... the only thing now they will accept is different is this product A2, on product A] they 
say product Al is product Al, it makes no difference, product A3 if you took the label 
off no one will know your product is any different or any better from anybody 
else's ... the product A2 is and it is still better than all the other that are out there so they 
will accept it when we argue about it and they ... agree but on the other things they don't... " 
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Moreover, Supplier A was one of the few product A2 suppliers. Therefore, Retailer A would 
have faced difficulty in replacing that resource given the limited availability of alternatives. 
It is also observed that Supplier A was not complying with Retailer A's technical 
requirements. They were refusing to adjust to the technical standards specified by Retailer A. 
The non-compliance of Supplier A with the technical requirements of Retailer A was possibly 
having economic implications to Retailer A. 
"The other thing that it boiled down to ... we weren't being compliant and just doing as 
we were told... " 
It is therefore apparent that the technical dimension of the relationship consisted of both high 
and low quality attributes. Supplier A's product quality was high with the exception of the 
low scores they were receiving in one area. At the same time, they were not complying with 
the technical requirements of Retailer A which was most probably having a negative effect on 
Retailer A's economic performance. The product quality was not making them different from 
other suppliers but the technical characteristics of product A2 were making the product 
different from the competition in their view. This means that Retailer A needed the product in 
their assortment given the economic benefits from selling a superior product. Additionally, the 
economic benefits were difficult to replace as the product was different from alternative 
offerings as well as because Supplier A was one of the few suppliers available to Retailer A. 
But given that product A2 are a low selling product line compared to other products it could 
be argued that the economic benefits to Retailer A were not that important. 
The social interaction between individuals at the commercial and senior management level 
was very positive. 
"... on the commercial side it seemed to be very positive, at Mr U's level, with the 
people he was speaking to was even more positive, he had a very good relationship " 
Moreover, Supplier A and Retailer A were working together for the improvement of the 
business. The atmosphere and the contact between senior individuals from the two companies 
suggest that the relationship was close. It could also be proposed that the closeness stemmed 
from the importance of Supplier A to Retailer A given the nature and volume of the supplies. 
"... but I would have said when we were supplying Retailer A with everything and 
before we lost the product Al business we seemed to be working together ... we were 
growing the business and I think Mr U had a very good relationship with the line 
person there" 
In contrast to the positive social dimension of the relationship at the commercial and senior 
management level, the social interaction between individuals at the technical level was 
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problematic. The personal relationship between Retailer A's technical manager and Supplier 
A's technical manager was not working well for a period of time. The two individuals were 
having difficulties to interact given their personality differences. 
"... the relationship between their technical team and our technical team wasn't 
particularly good, there were issues, personality clash basically between the two top 
people ... they never got on well at all, now you don't think that will affect your business because they meet and talk every now and again but the people at the next level are the 
ones who integrate more and speak more and it was no issue there, so we didn't think 
that was a particular issue... " 
At the same time, the personal relationship was being stressed as Supplier A's technical 
manager was not complying with Retailer A's requests. 
"... and I think that possibly our technical manager tried to tell Retailer A's technical 
manager as opposed to working with their technical manager, and Retailer A's 
technical manager just wanted to tell people what to do and I think the other suppliers 
at least they played the game, what they did behind their backs, but obviously face-to- 
face it was yes, of course you are, whereas our technical manager would, if he didn't 
agree with Retailer A's technical manager, he would tell Retailer A's technical 
manager, I think it was a sour relationship there ... they 
don't like anybody ever saying 
no to them, you are supposed to be compliant, you are supposed to agree with whatever, 
no matter how unreasonable it is" 
The observation of the social dimension of the relationship suggests that it had a high quality 
at the commercial and senior management level but a low one at the technical management 
level. Commercial and senior management people from the two organisations had a good 
personal relationship. On the contrary, the personal relationship between the technical 
managers was problematic. still, it seems that Supplier A's non-compliance was a 
consequence of their organisational structure or culture. 
5.2.4 Trigger 
The event that triggered the dissolution of the relationship was Retailer A's decision to 
rationalise their product Al supply base. Retailer A's decision to rationalise initiated the 
evaluation of the supply base according to several criteria. 
"... they reduced the number of suppliers down and we were unlucky... " 
In the survey, Respondent A suggested that they did not expect the relationship to deteriorate 
as quickly as it did. In the discussion it was indicated that Supplier A did not expect to be 
rationalised from the product Al area. Although the statement does not capture exactly what 
was identified it nevertheless indicates that the loss was not expected. In the survey, Supplier 
A suggested that they did everything they could to prevent the loss of the account. In the 
interview it became evident that once Supplier A knew the reasons for the loss of the account 
then they also knew that they did not do everything they could to prevent it. 
106 
5.2.5 Dissolution Process 
The trigger initiated the evaluation of the relationship from Retailer A's perspective and the 
weak dimensions of the relationship were revealed. Therefore, the way that Retailer A's 
technical manager felt about Supplier A made the technical manager inclined to end their 
relationship. 
"... the relationship between their technical team and our technical team wasn't 
particularly good and they used that .. Retailer A's technical manager stacked the information if you like against us ... Retailer A's technical manager obviously convinced 
the buyer as well ... I think it's personality driven and they saw us as a company 
someone they couldn't push around as easily as the others ... we knew they weren't the best offriends but we didn't think it was affecting the business in any way, no, because 
they didn't have to meet that often and our depot QA to their depot QA, the relationship 
was good .. we didn't understand the depth offeeling that their technical manager had 
against us until we lost the business, and then you start examining everything and then 
to be honest, then you speak to people who you know within Retailer A ... who were 
reasonably friendly and you say like, wedon'treally understandwhy we IostRetailerA, 
oh, well you didn't know that the technical manager hate you ... well not really, we didn't realise ... the technical manager just saw you as being difficult, basically we didn't comply... " 
Supplier A's technical quality performance score at one specific location was also perceived 
as not meeting Retailer A's expectations. 
"... they gave us reasons why we have been unsuccessful and price was not the most 
important thing, they said it was our service level ... they used the depot information as 
part of the reason, they ignored the other depots and only used the depot, in other 
words they made itfit the bill" 
However, the strong elements of the relationship tried to prevent the dissolution. Following 
the course of events it is observed that during the evaluation period Supplier A was receiving 
positive feedback from Retailer A concerning the future of the relationship. On the basis of 
this information Supplier A was feeling secure about the continuation of the relationship with 
Retailer A. This means that historic and future relationship quality attributes were meeting 
Retailer A's expectations at other levels of the relationship. 
"... from the conversations we were having with them and with some senior people in 
the business there was no indication that we were going to be one of the losers, in 
fact .. the feedback we were getting made us feel quite the opposite so that's why it came 
as a surprise... " 
Some time before the final decision was taken concerning which suppliers were going to be 
rationalised, Retailer A's senior manager tried to convince the technical manager and the 
buyer to rethink their decision to rationalise Supplier A. 
"... the senior manager had actually sent them away and said are you sure you want to 
make this call, go away and have a think about it and come back .. because this is a huge 
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step, because of the rest of the business, I think what they said initially is that if they 
kicked us out of product Al we might have said right, ok, we will throw our toys out of 
the pram and we will take all our goods with us... " 
The action that was taken by Retailer A's senior manager to prevent Supplier A's 
rationalisation demonstrates that certain aspects of the relationship tried to act as a barrier 
during the ending process. Therefore, it is observed that the senior manager perceived the fact 
that Supplier A was supplying a number of products to Retailer A in significant volumes as an 
important contribution. As such, Retailer A's senior manager perceived that the rationalisation 
of Supplier A from product Al could have an adverse effect to Retailer A if Supplier A 
decided to withdraw the rest of their products from the stores. 
In the light of this, it could be argued that Retailer A's senior manager perceived that Retailer 
A would have faced a switching cost in the effort to replace Supplier A in the rest of the 
product areas. Retailer A would have spent time and effort to replace the volumes and they 
would have faced short-term economic losses from not having the right quantity of products 
in the stores. He could have also thought that Retailer A would face economic losses from not 
having Supplier A's product A2 in the stores. However, the case demonstrates that the senior 
manager was not able to change the course of events on the basis of Supplier A's economic 
importance. 
Moreover, Supplier A was not able to take any actions to prevent the dissolution as the 
decision of Retailer A was final. 
"... which we could disprove but they wouldn't let us go back with the numbers ... there 
was nothing negotiable ... they didn't want to know" 
Although the relationship between Retailer A and Supplier A in product AI dissolved, the two 
parties continued to have a relationship in the rest of the product areas. The nature of the 
relationship did not change after the loss of product Al. The two parties continued to work 
well together and the social dimension of the relationship continued to be positive. 
"... we lost our product Al business with Retailer A but we still had a relationship with 
them on product A4, product A2 and product A3 and that was fine-just carried on, no 
issues at all... " 
Even though Supplier A was rationalised in the product Al. area they continued to be an 
important supplier to Retailer A. They were one of Retailer A's large suppliers of product A2 
whereas their product was difficult to replace given its technical characteristics and the limited 
availability of alternative suppliers. They also accounted for a major part of Retailer A's 
product A3 business. It is also observed that Supplier A had increased Retailer A's product 
A3 sales given the volume they had to support promotional activities, something that other 
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suppliers did not have the capacity to do. As such, the magnitude of the exchange was still 
high and Retailer A would have found some difficulty to replace Supplier A in these areas. 
Moreover, the quality of the products continued to be high. 
"... we were a large product A2 supplier .. we are a large supplier of product A3, we 
grow huge volumes and they liked the product, we have driven their business ... and their 
sales were fantastic, we had got letters from them saying what fantastic promotions we 
did and the volume we did in the period because nobody else could supply and do the 
volume we did in the periodfor product A3 " 
The event that triggered the complete dissolution of the relationship between Supplier A and 
Retailer A in the rest of the product areas was Retailer B's decision to reduce the retail price 
of product Al in their stores. This event triggered a sequence of events that resulted in the 
relationship being finalised. 
"... because of that certainly we became number I on Retailer A's hit list because they 
were not happy, because... Retailer B ... reduced the retail price... " 
Soon after the action taken by Retailer B, Retailer A reduced the retail price of product Al as 
well in the effort to maintain their competitive position. Therefore, the action taken by 
Retailer B triggered Retailer A's reaction and initiated the dissolution process. 
"... Retailer A were very unhappy with that because that means they have to match 
them ... there re Retailer B was seen as the bad boys because they brought the price down, we are the supplier to Retailer B so we are the guilty party because we helped 
them to do it so Retailer A then take us out ofproduct A4, take us out ofproduct A2 and 
take us out ofproduct A3 childish because we didn't supply these products to Retailer B 
and they actually liked that product" 
As such, soon after Retailer A matched the Retailer B price, Supplier A started to have 
complaints from Retailer A. It is therefore observed that the two parties engaged in a conflict 
situation and the positive social interaction that existed up to this point started to decline. It 
seems that Retailer A was facing economic losses from having to match the Retailer B price 
which were attributed to Supplier A. At the same time, they had the belief that Supplier A was 
supplying Retailer B with product A3 at a cheaper price than they were paying. In the light of 
these economic issues the quality of the social dimension of the relationship started to 
weaken. It could also be argued that Retailer A also felt that they were losing to the 
competition and for that the supplier was to blame. 
"... they took things very badly, don't ask me why, I don't know, there is no logical 
reason behind it but suddenly we have seen your product A3 in Retailer B and they are 
cheaper than the ones you are supplying to us" 
Although Supplier A was trying to explain to Retailer A that they were not supplying Retailer 
B with product A3 it seems that they were not able to restore the problematic situation. 
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"... and it was like we don't supply Retailer B direct but we do serve other people ... our 
product A3 can end up there ... we don't control Retailer B's retail price but because 
they were our products, they have seen our boxes with our label ... the assumption was 
that we served them, not only we served them, we served them cheaper than Retailer A 
which wasn't the case and we said no, this is what is happening but they were hell bent 
at that stage... " 
During the period of conflict Retailer A decided to rationalise their product A4 supply base. 
"... and then they decided to do a tender on product A4 and reduce the number of 
suppliers even further down" 
This time however, Supplier A knew that the relationship was going to end. Although they 
went through the formal procedure they were aware that they were going to be rationalised. 
Retailer A was signalling to Supplier A that they were not considered as a long-term supplier 
any more and for this reason Supplier A knew that they were not going to be retained. And 
even though Supplier A was trying to explain to Retailer A once more that they were not 
supplying Retailer B with the same products they were supplying them it was not possible to 
reverse the situadon. 
"... it wasfairly clear that we were never going to win it ... although we went through the 
motions and did everything, I think the decision had been made to be quite honest ... it 
was made fairly clear that basically we were not going to be a long-term supplier to 
Retailer A, they weren't interested, they were saying you are now on our hit list .. the 
conversations were then basically we don't see you as a long-term supplier, you made 
your bid with Retailer B and our attitude was we supply Retailer B with product A I, we 
don't supply them with these other things... " 
After a while Supplier A was rationalised out of the product A2 area. Retailer A decided to 
rationalise Supplier A even though a tender did not take place. 
"... the next one that came off was the product A2... we knew we were going to come out, 
it was only a question of when... " 
It is therefore observed that the relationship was declining rapidly. During this period the lines 
of communication at the senior management level had been broken and it seems that the social 
dimension of the relationship did not have the characteristics of the past. Although Supplier A 
tried to restore the personal relationships at the senior level it was not possible to meet any of 
these people and their effort did not produce any results. As Supplier A was no longer 
perceived as a long-term supplier the future of the relationship was becoming more and more 
uncertain. 
"Towards the end there was no relationship at all ... there was no one to speak to there, 
we tried to get meetings with one or two people, we could meet the buyer but we 
couldn't meet anybody above that, they just didn't want to know, we became enemy 
number I ... I think that when we were a product A] supplier I think that they were 
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looking after our interests, once we lost product A] and picked up Retailer B, the very 
much the opposite" 
Some time later on, Supplier A found out that Retailer A was trying to secure the product A3 
supplies from Supplier A's competitors. Shortly after that, a meeting took place where 
Retailer A informed them that the relationship was going to end. Supplier A's rationalisation 
from the product A3 area broke all the links between the two parties. 
"... although they never said anything, we knew they were busily working the way to 
cover the volume that we could supply ... again we got a phone call, we would like to see 
you, come up and talk about yourfuture supply... " 
Following the course of events it is observed that the second trigger event initiated the decline 
of the relationship. Although Supplier A was not responsible for the reduction of the product 
Al retail price in Retailer B, Retailer A perceived the opposite. As Retailer A had to match 
the Retailer B retail price on product Al they had to incur economic losses which were 
perceived to have been caused by Supplier A. Moreover, Retailer A perceived that Supplier A 
was also supplying product A3 to Retailer B at a cheaper price. It seems therefore that the 
economic performance of Retailer A was declining and this decline was attributed to Supplier 
A. For that reason the social dimension of the relationship was gradually deteriorating as 
Retailer A started to complain. More importantly, Supplier A was no longer perceived as a 
long-term supplier to Retailer A. As such, the relationship had entered the dissolution phase. 
Even though the economic dimension of the relationship had a degree of strength given the 
difficulty to replace the product A3 volumes as well as the perceived difference of product 
A2, these elements did not have the ability to prevent the dissolution. It is observed that 
Retailer A managed to replace the product A3 volumes that Supplier A was supplying over a 
period of time. It was not however observed that any of the people tried to prevent the 
dissolution in the rest of the product areas as Supplier A was no longer perceived as a long- 
term supplier. 
5.2.6 Aftermath 
Once Supplier A lost the product Al business they went through a sensemaking process 
where they tried to understand what happened through conversations with people from 
Retailer A. They therefore acknowledged that they did not do everything they could to protect 
the relationship. But they explained that they would have complied with Retailer A's requests. 
'I ... once you knew you lost it and you have been told the reasons why-well then we didn't do everything we could to protect the business because if we had we would have 
complied... " 
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Moreover, Supplier A attributed part of the blame on Retailer A's technical manager as they 
argued that the technical manager should have warned them sufficiently about the criticality 
of their non-compliance. If they had known that they were going to face rationalisation for 
these reasons then they would have complied with the requests. 
"... if Retailer A's technical manager had done the job correctly then the technical 
manager should have said these are major issues and this is going to affect you in the 
tender .. now if we had got that message our technical manager would have been knocking on Mr U's door saying if we don't, this is a huge problem... " 
It therefore becomes apparent that the difficult personal relationship between the technical 
managers had a serious effect on the evolution of the relationship since it seems that if the two 
individuals had a better relationship then Retailer A's technical manager would have warned 
Supplier A that the relationship was at risk unless they chose to comply with the requests. But 
given that the personal relationship was not working well, Retailer A's technical manager 
chose not to warn them about the future of the relationship. 
In hindsight Supplier A acknowledged that had they realised the scale of the problem 
stemming from the technical managers personal relationship, they would have changed the 
person that was handling the relationship. Even if the different person would have chosen not 
to comply with the opposite party's requests he could have behaved in a more diplomatic way 
and as such the personal relationship could have still worked. 
"With hindsight if I had realised the effect that was going to have on the business or the 
effect that was having on it, the answer would be yes, we should have done, we wouldn't 
have changed him because he is the best technical manager I ever worked with, what 
we might have done was change the front, the people Retailer A's technical manager 
dealt with, in other words made Retailer A's technical manager contact a different 
person within our organisation, someone who maybe, well just develop a better 
relationship because there is always more ways of saying no" 
Moreover, if that personal relationship was working better then Retailer A's technical 
manager could have warned Supplier A about the criticality of their behaviour and they could 
have taken restoring actions. 
"... you can only act on what you know and ifyou don't know you cannot react" 
As far as the Retailer B sequence of events is concerned Supplier A could not have done 
something differently as they were not responsible for the problems that were created within 
Retailer A from the Retailer B reduction price on product Al. Moreover, they were only 
supplying product Al to Retailer B and not other products as Retailer A had thought. As such, 
having experienced Retailer A's reaction, they perceived it as childish. Nevertheless, Supplier 
A was not supplying Retailer B and Retailer A with the same products. 
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"... so it is seems almost childish but we understood the rules of the game ... but you 
can't be all things to all people " 
Even though the relationship between the two parties has ended some years ago Supplier A 
has been invited to tender for Retailer A's product Al business whereas they are negotiating 
the reactivation of the relationship on product A3. 
"... the funny thing is ... they have invited us to tenderfor their business again ... nothing is for ever in this business. The world moved on a little bit since then and .. so everyone is struggling to have the volume ... Retailer A... have one supplier for product Al Supplier XI; Supplier XI, my understanding is, are being particularly difficult because 
they don't believe Retailer A have a choice to go anywhere else therefore Supplier XI is 
saying there is the volume and that's the price, take it or leave it, Retailer A don't like 
that, oh, they hate it, so their attitude to that is we will get somebody in so even with this 
history between us ... they suddenly want to talk to us and we are happy to talk... " 
The fact that Retailer A has invited Supplier A to tender for their product Al business 
indicates that the reason for losing the product Al business was not quality related. Moreover, 
it shows that there are few available product Al suppliers and Retailer A is not able not to 
consider Supplier A for the supplies. 
The possibility that Supplier A has for reactivating the relationship on product A3 indicates 
that Retailer A cannot afford not to have Supplier A as a supplier given that Retailer A is 
currently being supplied indirectly through Supplier A. It seems therefore that Retailer A was 
not able to avoid Supplier A even though they did not have a direct relationship with them but 
it does not make economic sense for Retailer A not to have Supplier A as a direct supplier in 
product A3. Supplier A also indicated that some of the people that made the decisions in the 
past are no longer in the same positions. This comment indicates that the reactivation of the 
relationship at this point in time might also have something to do with the fact that new people 
are responsible for the decisions. 
"... they take our product A3 via somebody else ... Retailer A has realised what's the 
point ofputting it through him, we may as well go direct and I think some of the people 
that make the decisions are no longer there anymore ... it was Retailer A, they rung us 
and requested the original meeting ... and we are nearly back in on product A3... " 
5.2.7 Conclusion 
The examination of the relationship before the trigger event took place indicates that the 
relationship quality dimensions included high and low quality attributes. When rationalisation 
triggered the evaluation of the relationship the low quality attributes became the cause of the 
dissolution whereas the high/strong quality attributes acted to prevent the dissolution. 
Additionally the case highlights the criticality of the attitude and the supplier's compliance in 
the evolution of the relationship. 
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The case further indicates that the reduction of the price on product Al in Retailer B triggered 
the decline of the economic performance of Retailer A within the product Al area whereas 
these economic losses were attributed to Supplier A. Moreover, Retailer A perceived that 
Supplier A was supplying Retailer B with product A3 at a cheaper price than they were 
supplying them. They thus perceived that they were also losing in economic terms within the 
product A3 area. For these reasons the social dimension of the relationship started to decline 
until Retailer A lost their future orientation and rationalised them from all the other product 
areas. 
Although Supplier A was an important supplier to Retailer A that economic importance was 
not enough to save the relationship. It is therefore observed that there are no lock-in effects for 
supermarket customers in commodity product areas. 
The change of strategy that took place within the Supplier A-Retailer B dyad influenced the 
relationship between the Supplier A and Retailer A which means that the trigger originated 
from the network. The possible reactivation of the product Al relationship demonstrates that 
certain commodity markets are volatile. As such, the tight supplies increased the bargaining 
power of Supplier X1 and forced Retailer A back to Supplier A in the effort to balance their 
power. 
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5.3 CASE Nola (Supplier B) 
There are two cases relating to Supplier B. 
53.1 Company Background 
Supplier B is a grower-marketing co-operative which specialises in the production of product 
B I. Their customer base includes customers in the UK retail and catering sector. Supplier B 
is a small business employing few permanent employees. The people interviewed were the 
Marketing Manager and the Managing Director, subsequently referred to Oointly) as 
Respondent B. 
5.3.2 The Customer 
The customer involved in the dissolution was not identified as a key customer. In the survey, 
the interviewee described a key customer for their business as one who "gives them the 
confidence to invest in the long-term development of the business". This demonstrates that 
Supplier B had a strategic orientation in terms of their customer relationships. However, given 
that they defined Retailer B as not a key customer, this suggests that they were not confident 
about the future of the Retailer G relationship and therefore they were not willing to invest in 
developing it. 
5.3.3 The Context of the Relationship 
5.3.3.1 Business Environment 
As the story of the dissolution unfolded, important aspects of the environment and the way it 
changed were revealed. Respondent B acknowledged that many competitors of theirs 
nowadays source product BI from abroad where the product is cheaper. 
"... there is a lot of product coming from abroad now ... because it's cheap labour .. unfortunately with product BI ... there is no perceived difference in taste or look " 
Respondent B also highlighted the changing demands of the supermarkets in recent years. It 
was suggested that supermarkets had shifted their focus from high quality to low price. 
"The supermarkets have been through their business, in the '80s, early '90s they were 
quality, you must have the right quality, you must have the service, price is not quite so 
important ... but ... they have changed from this business of everything has got to be 
perfectly right and now they are saying everybody has to be low price all the time ... we 
are dealing with a product that has become price sensitive " 
Finally, Respondent B referred to the change in the supermarkets' purchasing strategy and 
their movement towards a smaller supply base. 
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"... they suddenly decided they were going to rationalise all their suppliers and they will 
get down from 12 to 3 ... they don't want more than 2-3 suppliers at the most" 
In the survey, Respondent B said they had a certain number of supermarket customers in 
2000, of which less remained in 2004. 
5.3.3.2 Relationshig Quality 
The survey responses (Table 5.2) suggest that the relationship consisted of positive and 
negative attributes. In the survey, Supplier B suggested that they usually responded quickly to 
the customer's demands and they had invested in processing capacity specifically for the 
customer. But Supplier B neither agreed nor disagreed with the view that they developed new 
products exclusively for Retailer G. These three statements show that Supplier B had made 
some contribution to the relationship. In the interview there is no evidence of Supplier B's 
response to the Retailer G's demands or investments made specifically to the relationship. 
However, it seems that Supplier B was doing their best to offer good product and service 
quality to Retailer G over time. Moreover, it was indicated that they had invested in facilities 
in order to be able to supply Retailer G and this means that the investments was a requisite for 
serving Retailer G as well as other customers of theirs. During the interview there was no 
indication that they had developed something new for Retailer G exclusively. 
In the survey, Supplier B suggested that they had a good personal relationship with 
individuals from the customer side, that there were few meetings to discuss important issues 
and that Retailer G did not share information with them when they asked for it. It was also 
suggested that disagreements were not usually resolved in a mutually satisfactory way. These 
statements suggest that the social dimension of the relationship consisted of positive and 
negative attributes. 
During the interview it was evident that there was positive interaction between people at the 
buyer and technical level and that the technical people were accepting the lower quality 
product at certain times without rejecting it which contradicts their conflict view in the survey. 
During the interview it was indicated that during the early years the buyer was supporting 
them but during the later days the relationship became arm's length and this shows that the 
relationship was close and became distant. 
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Table 5.2 - Survey Response (Relationship Quality) for Case No. 2 
Strongly Neither Strongly 
disagree Disagree agree nor Agree agree disagree 
The writing was on the wall for some time before we lost this account 
We did not expect our relationship with this customer to deteriorate Lj 
as quickly as it did 
. ........ ...... . ........... ..... ... ........ ..... .... 
We did everything we could to prevent the loss of this account LI V/ 
This customer invested considerable time and effort in developing a 
relationship with us before things started to go wrong 
............ ..... 
This customer was not always honest with us 
We thought this customer was looking out for our interests and was FI 
not only concerned about meeting its own objectives at our expense -------- --- We had good personal relationships with this customer for most of LI F1 I 
the time 
We usually responded quickly to this customer's demands 
.......... ..... .... . 
LI V 
We made investments in processing capacity specifically for this F1 
customer 
We developed new products exclusively for this customer LI Li 
When we had disagreements with this customer they were usually r] LI 
resolved in a mutually satisfactory way 
...... .... ... .......... ....... . ... ........ ......... . ...... . ------- There were few occasions when we had face to face meetings with F1 
this customer to discuss important issues 
This customer usually shared information with us when we asked for LI 
it 
...... -- --- --- 
This customer would have had little difficulty in replacing us 
..... ....... This customer was one of those we would have described as a 'key V/ 
customer' -------- --------- We had little difficulty in replacing the lost business with this 
customer 
Moreover, they neither agreed nor disagreed with the view that the customer invested time 
and effort in developing the relationship with them. During the discussion it was indicated that 
the buyer was supporting them but in the later days their only concern was the price. This 
probably explains their survey response. The statement reflects the customer's behaviour 
towards the supplier and also gives indication of the level of closeness or distance between the 
two Parties. 
In the survey, Respondent B suggested that Retailer G was not always honest with them and 
they neither agreed nor disagreed with the view that Retailer G looked after their interests but 
they tried to meet their own objectives at their expense. In the interview it was evident that 
Supplier B did not have confidence in the future of the relationship and therefore not the 
confidence to invest in developing their business. These statements reflect the customer's 
behaviour and from the interview it becomes evident that the concern was on price. 
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In the survey, it was suggested that Retailer G would have had difficulty in replacing them. In 
the discussion it was argued that Retailer G would have had difficulty in replacing the quality 
of the product they were providing to Retailer G. In addition it was indicated that they had 
difficulty in replacing Retailer G. During the interview it became evident that they spent a lot 
of time in the effort to replace Retailer G as a customer. 
The relationship between Supplier B and Retailer G before the trigger event took place 
consisted of both positive and negative attributes. Supplier B accounted for a small percentage 
of Retailer G's product 131 business. This means that Supplier B did not have the ability to be 
as price competitive as bigger suppliers to Retailer G. It also meant that they were not as 
important as bigger suppliers to Retailer G. 
Supplier B's performance in terms of product and service quality was very good. Supplier B 
suggested that Retailer G would have found difficulty in replacing them given their superior 
product quality relative to the competition. However, it could be argued that the product 
quality was not creating a strong economic benefit to Retailer G given that Supplier B 
accounted for a very small part of Retailer G's product 131 business. 
"... we went out of our way to ensure that everything that we did for these people was 
geared towards not getting a rejection ... our products BI ... were cleaner, they would have a longer shelf life, they would last, they would encourage the customers to pick 
them up ... I think they wouldfind it difficult to replace us in terms of the quality that we 
were supplying... " 
Moreover, despite the perception of superior quality, the product was a commodity and 
Supplier B did not have the ability to differentiate it. 
"... they say that nobody can perceive the difference in taste between the English 
product BI and the foreign product BI ... we were naYve in thinking that qualiiy and 
service was a necessary requisite that we thought that wouldprotect us" 
The interaction between individuals at the commercial and technical level from the two 
organisations was very positive. As such, the relationship between individuals was working 
well. 
"We had a very good relationship with the buyer and a very good relationship with the 
QC .. if there was the start of a problem, they thought that the product wasn't as good 
one day, it still would meet the specifications but wasn't as good as it ought to be, they 
would ring up and say can you check this rather than necessarily be an automatic 
rejection ... and also we would go up to a meeting to discuss where they thought we were falling down or where we had room for improvement and whether there were any areas 
where we felt they could help us ... the ones that we dealt with were initially of the old 
style of buyers that wanted to build and help you do it... " 
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5.3.4 Trigger 
The event that triggered the dissolution of the relationship between Retailer G and Supplier B 
was Retailer G's decision to re-structure their organisation. This created the opportunity for 
the reduction of the Retailer G's supply base. 
"... so we lost that business due to the re-structuring... " 
In the survey, Supplier B suggested that the writing was not on the wall before they lost the 
account. They also suggested that they did not expect the relationship to deteriorate as quickly 
as it did. During the interview it was indicated that the loss of Retailer G due to their re- 
structuring was not expected. However, it was not evident whether they were expecting to lose 
or not during the internet auction given that other suppliers to Retailer G were more price 
competitive than they were. In the survey, it was also suggested that they did everything they 
could to prevent the loss of the account. During the interview it was evident that they tried to 
prevent the loss of the account by convincing the buyer that they needed the product quality 
they were offering. However, they refused to reduce their price when the buyer gave the 
chance to do so and save the relationship. Moreover, Supplier B did not do everything they 
could in order to become more price competitive over time. It seems therefore that they did 
and did not do everything they could to prevent the loss of the account. 
5.3.5 Dissolution Proms 
The re-structuring of Retailer G's organisation broke the good relationship that existed 
between the buyer and Supplier B and new people with no knowledge of Supplier B's history 
were making decisions. The relationship came to an end either because the people responsible 
for the decisions wanted to continue dealing with their preferred suppliers or those who 
offered the lowest price. Supplier B felt that the main determinant was price related and it was 
not possible to have an honest relationship between buyers and suppliers in a commodity 
sector. 
"... the new buyer had its own suppliers ... we were dealing with a buyer at Retailer G 
and that buyer's job disappeared, with it went that link and although the buyer said it 
would put our name forward because we had done a really goodjob, it didn't make any 
difference to the new buyer .. I personally don't believe there is such a thing as an honest relationship between a supplier and a supermarket buyer in a commodity 
product. I don't see they are bothered, why on earth they will do it, they judge purely on 
price "0 
The trigger initiated the evaluation of Retailer G's supplier relationships. Supplier B was not 
able to meet the price requirements of the new Retailer G buyer and the relationship between 
Supplier B and Retailer G had been broken as new people were responsible for the purchasing 
decisions. Both events influenced the dissolution given that the previous buyer tried to 
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influence the new buyer's decision making which means that the previous buyer would have 
kept Supplier B on the basis of their product quality. 
The relationship between Supplier B and Retailer G was reactivated some time later on 
because of the quality of Supplier B's product which demonstrates that the technical quality of 
the relationship was high and that Retailer G perceived the need to return to Supplier B. 
"... and about some months after that one happened we eventually got back in 
because 
... Retailer G had moaned for some months about the quality they were 
supplied .. I think that was proven by the fact that the buyer .. got enough grief ftom 
... Retailer G to get us 
back in again and we know that's what happened" 
The relationship continued for some time but it seems that the social dimension of the 
relationship was weaker than in the past. The buyers were no longer willing to develop the 
relationship with Supplier B as their only concern was price. 
"The ones that we dealt with were initially of the old style of buyers that wanted to build 
and help you do it but then it is purely price " 
Therefore, the relationship was characterised as an arm's length one which means that the 
relationship was distant given the low importance of the product and Supplier B to Retailer G. 
"I would say there was a degree of arm's length about it .. it's a product they need on 
the shelf every day but the sales seems to be driven by price these days" 
The technical quality of the relationship continued to be high but Supplier B were focusing on 
attributes that were not a priority for Retailer G. 
"We had data to show that the rejections that we had were less than the rejections the 
other suppliers had .. we were producing above that specification to make sure we didn't get a rejection" 
They continued to account for a small part of Retailer G's business and the cheap imports 
were weakening the competitive position of Supplier B relative to other suppliers. Therefore, 
it seems that other suppliers within the Retailer G's supply base had a better ability to provide 
economic benefits to Retailer G given their bigger size and price competitiveness. 
"... there are 4 major supermarkets now and they shift a huge volume of product and 
they buy on average a large amount ofproduct BI a week and we are a small growers 
group and it hardly touches the surface isn't it and then we don't really want to sell all 
of them to one customer so where do you go from there. They have to be the big 
multinationals that are supplying them because purely in terms of size, they don't want 
more than 2-3 suppliers at the most" 
Moreover, the commodity nature of the product was making price followed by technical 
quality the most important criteria for maintaining the relationship. As such, Supplier B was 
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not confident about the relationship with Retailer G as the future of the relationship was 
mainly driven by their ability to meet Retailer G's price expectations. 
"... but they wouldn't give you the confidence and they still don't, still wouldn't, I don't 
think anybody who deals with supermarkets would tell you anything else " 
When Retailer G decided to rationalise their supply base using an internet auction, the 
evaluation of the supply base on the basis of price was triggered. 
"... and then probably some months down the road Retailer G decided to try internet 
auctions on product B1 and we lost the business again " 
The relationship came to an end as Supplier B was not able to meet Retailer G's price 
requirements relative to the rest of Retailer G's supply base. 
"... when we did the intemet auction, we said right we can't go down below that price, 
that's the price ... we drew the line in the sand, very light sand ... by the time the intemet 
auction had been ongoing for 5 minutes the price that they had received was below that 
price that we said we are not going down below. So, we then dropped down here 
somewhere, it was x% of our business, you look at it and you think what is the worst 
case scenario ... I think it was just purely cost... " 
Shortly after the result of the auction Supplier B tried to prevent the ending of the relationship. 
Supplier B tried to convince the buyer that they were better than the competition in terms of 
product quality. 
"... when we went to discuss the internet auction with the Retailer G main buyer we said 
our product BI are better than the ones You are getting and they said they don't need to 
be, this is the specification, you need to getjust above the specifications ... if the B- is the level that's what we want, we don't need a B+, we need a B- " 
Even though Supplier B perceived that their product quality was creating economic benefits to 
Retailer G, these benefits were less than the economic benefits Retailer G was able to gain 
from lower purchasing prices. 
"They were saying that didn't matter because when you are rejected you have to 
replace them anyway so it doesn't matter to them ... I think it was just purely cost and I 
think what annoys us more than anything else is that by saying well, they only need to 
be of that quality, they have reduced their sales " 
Hence, the buyer was only interested in sourcing at the lowest possible price and gave 
Supplier B the opportunity to maintain the relationship by reducing their price. Supplier B 
refused to reduce their price below the cost of production and the relationship ended for a 
second time. 
"When you went to that meeting, all the buyer was interested in was to reduce the price 
only ... we didn'tfeel we wanted to (reduce the price), I think it was down to the quality 
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of the product that we wanted to produce-the actions to prevent the ending would be to 
reduce the price below the cost of production ... I mean the buyer was open about it, the buyer said ... that's the specification, that's what we need, we don't want any more, we don't want any less ... if you want to provide us with more that's your problem but don't 
charge usfor it... " 
It is therefore observed that the price drove the relationship towards the end and price was the 
only factor that could have prevented the ending. 
5.3.6 Aftermath 
In hindsight Supplier B acknowledged that they did not realise that price was more important 
than quality and service for the maintenance of the Retailer G relationship. 
"... I think we were narve in thinking that quality and service was a necessary requisite 
that we thought that would protect us" 
Still, they argued that they do not want to produce a lower quality product. Moreover, they 
suggested that the cost of producing a higher quality product is not that different from the cost 
of producing a lower quality one. 
"I don't think there is a huge difference in price between producing a B- and producing 
an A+ apartfiom the effort involved in doing it. By and large it is a perishable product, 
it only lasts few days, if you get something slightly wrong then all of a sudden you have 
got rejection on your hand. It is in everybody's nature to produce the best quality 
product you can when you are growing something... I don't think we would have been 
happy as a group trying to produce a lower quality product BI anyway " 
Likewise they suggested that the way their customer base was constructed did not provide 
them with the ability to offer lower quality to Retailer G and higher quality to the rest of their 
customers. 
"... it's very difficult to provide a B- for Retailer G, should we say, if you still try to 
provide an A+ for all the rest of the business because you are growing all the product 
BI in the same part at the same time" 
It was therefore difficult for them to try and differentiate their product in grades and deliver 
lower quality to Retailer G. 
"... you can only separate the product BI in so many ways. If you do everything 
manually, if you get a range of products in one punnet, you get good and poor in the 
same punnet, you get all the good ones in one and all the poor ones in another and all 
the medium ones in another one ... it isfar too much " 
However, they would have been able to provide a lower quality product to Retailer G if they 
would have lowered the overall quality of the product they were growing. But then they 
would not have been able to satisfy their other (catering) customers. 
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"... and yes we probably could if we would have grown more product Bl, we would 
have a poorer quality product BI but then all the product BI would have been ofpoorer 
quality so that wouldn't satisfy the other y% of our business and so we felt that we 
would prefer to grow a quality product... " 
Supplier B also suggested that they were not able to compete with the other growers on price 
as the cost of production structure is different within the UK. 
"... and our labour costs are ftxed, 50% of the cost of growing product B1 is the 
labour .. and the government is saying, through the agricultural wages board, these are 
the wages you will pay ... then you haven't got a huge amount of leeway " 
It was therefore acknowledged that their competitors were able to offer cheaper prices since 
they were operating under a different cost structure. Supplier B perceived therefore that they 
were not able to offer a more competitive price because the other suppliers to Retailer G had 
lower production costs and not only because Supplier B was producing above the quality 
standard than it was required. 
"... but it wasn't really so much as that, it was the case that they were able to source 
product BI from a cheaper manufacturing base because the labour was cheap, now 
whether that's because a lot of other growers are owners farmers, are one man or 
abroad where they are cheaper, we are paying all our staff the rate we have to pay 
them " 
Supplier B had the option of fonning a partnership with foreign product BI growers, 
something that other UK suppliers were doing in order to become price competitive. Supplier 
B felt (and they still feel) that they can survive without taking actions to become more price 
competitive. Since their customer base consists of people who want a high quality product 
they focus on producing the higher possible quality. 
"We have thought about it but I think the effort involved in doing it, we felt we had a 
business that will survive without it and I still believe that .. if you are not too large, if 
we get to the stage where we are three times as big as this then somehow we will be in a 
different ball game, then we will have to compete with the people, we will have to 
supply these people, then you have to think about buying from abroad .. build part of 
your business based on foreign product BI so at leastYou can spread the costs" 
Some time later Supplier B was invited to a second internet auction. Although Supplier B 
offered a lower price than the first time they were still not able to win the business back. 
"But we've ... requoted again ... for business, we went cheaper again but it still wasn't 
cheap enough for them ... we didn't get the business on price again ... we think that we 
came up with the lowest price that we thought was sustainable. I mean you can't do 
business below cost ... by the time we went to win back we had replaced most of it 
anyway and we were stronger and that's probably why we could afford to go back and 
say no, we will stick to our guns in terms of, ifyou want our product BI they will be A+ 
and they will cost this price " 
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Supplier B tried once more to convince the buyer that Retailer G needed their technical 
quality. As they were aware that Retailer G had lost sales during the time they were not 
supplying them they suggested to the buyer that the sales reduction was due to the poor 
product quality they were receiving. Supplier B tried therefore to convince the buyer that they 
needed their product given the economic benefits it was providing to Retailer G. As such, 
Supplier B used their technical quality and the economic benefits they felt it was creating as a 
means for restoring the relationship. 
"... their sales dropped .. so we tried to explain again to them that might have something 
to do with the quality that they were receiving but they didn't seem to think that it was a 
valid argument .. we spoke to the buyer and we said without being too obvious about it ... that we predicted what will happen and the buyer still wouldn't listen, we still 
couldn't get the business with them... " 
However, the buyer did not perceive that the reduction in sales was related to the quality and 
was still seeking to source at the lowest possible price. The buyer gave Supplier B the option 
to reactivate the relationship by offering a lower price but Supplier B refused and the 
relationship was not restored. 
5.3.7 Conclusion 
The case indicates that the first trigger event possibly revealed the weak economic dimension 
of the relationship as alternative suppliers were more price competitive. Therefore, the 
inability of Supplier B to meet the price expectations of Retailer G determined the dissolution. 
In addition, the case indicates that the technical quality of the relationship tried to prevent the 
dissolution through the action of the buyer but without success. 
However, the technical quality of Supplier B reactivated the relationship some time later. 
Nevertheless, the second trigger event revealed the weak economic dimension of the 
relationship again. The technical quality of Supplier B and its ability to create sales according 
to Supplier B's perception, tried to prevent the dissolution through Supplier B's actions but 
without success. The case mainly indicates the importance of the economic criteria for the 
maintenance and evolution of the business relationship in commodity sectors. It also indicates 
that Supplier B did not recognise that Retailer G did not want the high level of quality they 
were insisting on supplying. 
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5.4 CASE No. 2b (Supplier B) 
5.4.1 The Context of the Relationship 
5.4.1.1 Business Environment 
The story of the second dissolution process experienced by Supplier B revealed a recent trend 
in the purchasing strategies of UK supermarkets. Local sourcing was identified as a new tool 
in the hands of supermarkets for the differentiation of their product offering. 
"This Retailer I work started of a bit with this ... publicity about the supermarkets trying 
to source products locally ... they are all after this local bandwagon at the moment... " 
However, despite the trend, Supplier B suggested that supermarkets perceive that product B1 
is a product category where local sourcing is not able to attract the consumer. 
"... the retailer buyer says product B1 don't work, if it's not locally produced, people 
can't perceive the difference and that was the dead end to that, it's very difficultfor a 
product BI grower" 
Once more the increased competition and the price wars among retailers became evident. 
"... it really started with Retailer Z.. that was the start of all (price competition) " 
5.4.1.2 Relationship Oualitv 
The examination of the relationship between Supplier B and Retailer I before the trigger event 
took place shows that Supplier B accounted for a small part of Retailer I's product BI 
business. However, Supplier B was under the local sourcing arrangement which meant that 
they started supplying Retailer I on a local basis. The local sourcing and the fact that the 
relationship was in its early stages meant that Supplier B supplied Retailer I on a small basis. 
Moreover, the local nature of the sourcing agreement was adding a differentiating element to 
the commodity nature of the product although it could be argued that this element did not 
have the ability to create strong economic benefits to Retailer I relative to other types of 
product Bl. Supplier B suggested that localness is an attribute that may attract the consumer 
but it does not make the product different. 
"We are quite a rural community round here and a lot of people like to be seen to be 
buying local produce, they like that .. I think they grew a little bit (volumes) 
but I think 
product BI are something that people either want them or they don't want them ... they 
won't say I will have product B2 instead of product Bl, they either buy or don't 
buy 
... you mightfeel better because they are locally grown ... but otherwise you 
buy them 
anyway PO 
However, Supplier B had devoted time and effort in building the business and attract 
consumers. As such, they were trying to increase the sales of their local offering and improve 
the economic benefits for Retailer I. Nevertheless, Supplier B perceived that their contribution 
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was not appreciated by Retailer 1. This suggests that Retailer I did not perceive Supplier Bs 
contribution as important. 
"... Respondent B particularly spent 2-3 days ... once, standing on the shelf talking to 
customers ... we spent a lot of effort in Retailer I and we spent time in the store and they 
never really, nobody really seemed to appreciate it" 
It was also observed that Supplier B was not paid more for their local produce compared to 
the rest of Retailer I's suppliers. It seems therefore that price was a very important requisite 
for the maintenance of the relationship given the commodity nature of the product. 
"... we were charging the same price, I think it again comes down to this, well product 
BI is product BI wherever it comes from, they pay the same to us as their other 
suppliers ... we were effectively exactly the same to them as their normal suppliers apart from the fact that we didn't go to the central depot, we did all the extra cost and 
everything else" 
Supplier B was complying with Retailer I's requests and their product was of high quality. 
But once more Supplier B perceived that product and service quality lost over the years their 
importance in maintaining the relationship as supermarkets shifted their focus on price. 
"... the growers who own the business they want to grow a quality product .. the produce 
managers in stores were saying your stuff is far better .. and they ring up in Friday 
afternoon and say we run some product BI out .. and you get them out there and you do 
all the bits you have to do to keep everybody happy and they don't seem to ... we don't have any branded products and it's purely price" 
Yet, there is indication that Retailer I was satisfied with the relationship as the relationship 
was growing and there were signs that Retailer I had plans to enhance the relationship with 
Supplier B even more. This means that Retailer I was satisfied with the quality of the product 
offering and the economic performance of the relationship. 
"I suppose we hoped that it would build into something bigger, they came after we did it 
thefirst year and we moved .. to more stores, the director came and said look we either 
need to stop or you need to aim to all the stores and to the depots. Fine we will do that 
and the next step is to deliver to these stores and we thought we were moving 
forward ... the store managers were saying when you are going to come down and supply 
us ... " 
The interaction between individuals from the two organisations was good but given the nature 
of the sourcing arrangement Supplier B did not have a lot of contact with the central buying 
department. Therefore, a better personal relationship had developed with store managers than 
with the central buyers. 
"... we had a better relationship with individual store managers but we had, we still 
used to go to see the central buyer once every 3-4 months... our contact was very 
helpful... " 
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Moreover, despite the positive social interaction between individuals Supplier B suggested 
that it is not possible for a commodity supplier to build a close personal relationship with a 
supermarket buyer. 
"... it is impossible to have a relationship with a supermarket buyer with our type of 
product" 
It could therefore be concluded that the social aspect of the relationship between Supplier B 
and individual store managers had a high quality. The quality of the product, the compliance 
of Supplier B with Retailer I's requests and the effort they had invested for the improvement 
of the business were actions that were trying to increase Retailer I's satisfaction with the 
technical and economic dimension of the relationship. There were also signs that Retailer I 
wanted to expand the relationship and therefore they were satisfied with it. However, taking 
into consideration Supplier B's views, the commodity nature of the product, despite the 
differentiated element of localness, made low price and therefore Retailer I's ability to reduce 
costs the most important factor, making Supplier B vulnerable to price competition. 
5.4.2 Trigger 
The event that triggered the dissolution of the relationship between Retailer I and Supplier B 
was the change of buyer. Supplier B suggested that the new buyer did not perceive the 
benefits of local sourcing and that the buyer wanted to make a mark by making changes 
within the product B1 area. 
"... we thought we were moving forward but then all you need is a new buyer to come in 
and say I don't like that idea... and the whole thing just finishes ... they come in and they have to make a mark and they have to change something so... " 
5.43 Dissolution Process 
Soon after the change of buyer the relationship dissolved. The new buyer informed Supplier B 
that the relationship was going to end as Retailer I did not perceive any benefits from local 
sourcing whereas they were able to improve their economic benefits from sourcing product 
B1 at a lower price. 
"Well we had a new buyer who decided to come up and visit us and to be honest we 
thought at the time this is how we are going to move forward and it was a bit of a shock 
to the system when the buyer came and said I don't see the benefit of local produce, I 
can buy them cheaperfrom abroad and that's what we are going to do ... we don't want 
this, we want everything coming in the central depot because we can control it, we don't 
want your product direct in the store. It is too much of a problem ... the Retailer I one I 
think was purely because we were not big enough but we invested all that time and 
effort in building the business up on a small scale on the basis of local supply which is 
still what they are all talking about and one buyer came in and said no I don't like that 
idea " 
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Respondent B also acknowledged that Retailer I was undergoing a cost reduction strategy 
during that period in time. 
"... I can't remember the buyer's words but that was what happened, this is the 
decision, we made the decision, these are the reasons for doing it that, we don't think 
there is a market for local produce for product BI andwe can buy cheaper product BI 
from abroad, at that time Retailer I were going through a fairly hefty cost reduction 
strategy... " 
It could be argued that both the change of buyer and Retailer I's cost reduction strategy were 
interlinked and triggered the dissolution of the relationship. Bearing in mind that Supplier B 
was receiving positive signs from Retailer I concerning the future of the relationship it seems 
that the change of buyer had an influence on the dissolution. As such, the evaluation of the 
relationship relative to alternative options was initiated and Retailer I perceived that Supplier 
B was not adding to their economic performance whereas they were able to gain economic 
benefits from switching to cheaper supply sources. 
"... the reason they are doing it is because the labour is cheaper out there and it is a 
cheaper productfor them" 
Following the course of events, a Retailer I employee who was supporting local sourcing tried 
to prevent the dissolution. Nonetheless, this effort was not possible to save the relationship. 
"I mean the person that we knew, tried its best but actually got squashed in the end" 
The buyer did not give Supplier B the opportunity to take any action and save the relationship. 
As such, Supplier B did not take any action to prevent the dissolution as they perceived that 
there was not anything they could have done to change Retailer I's decision. 
"The new buyer didn't even give us the chance to reduce the price ... no, the buyerjust didn't want to ... to be honest there is not a lot that you can say, if somebody starts the 
conversation by saying that I don't believe in local produce and I can buy them cheaper 
elsewhere there was no option, they had already discussed it, the decision had already 
been made with the manager .. and the buyer hadjust come to inform us of it" 
5.4.4 Aftermath 
The loss of the Retailer I account demonstrated again to Supplier B the significance of price 
for the maintenance of the customer relationship within the product BI product area. 
"... it's purely price orientated now asfar as we are concerned" 
The experience has taught them that supermarket customers do not want to develop a 
relationship with their suppliers. They do not perceive them as loyal and they feel that their 
only concern is to source the best quality at the lowest price. 
128 
"Supermarket buyers and their directors have no interest in building two-way relations 
with suppliers. They want top quality at lowest prices even if that means sourcing 
'fresh" products from across the world. There is no loyalty, only aggression and 
arrogance " 
5.4.5 Conclusion 
The case indicates that the change in strategy within Retailer I and the change in personnel 
combined to drive Supplier B out. The localness of the product and the preventing action 
taken by a Retailer I's employee were not able to save the relationship. The case indicates 
again the importance of price for the maintenance of the business relationship with 
supermarket customers in commodity product areas. 
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5.5 CASE No3 (Supplier C) 
5.5.1 Company Background 
Supplier C was a family business in the UK. It became an established business and at its peak 
supplied product Cl and product C2 to some supermarket customers and many food 
manufacturing companies. Most of product CI was imported from abroad and packed in the 
UK, whereas they were growing, importing and packing product C2. The supermarket 
customers accounted for the major part of its business. The person interviewed was the 
Managing Director and owner, subsequently referred to as Respondent C. 
5.5.2 The Customer 
The customer involved in the dissolution process was identified as a key customer whilst the 
two parties have had a relationship for several years. In the survey, Respondent C described a 
key customer for their business as one who "gives them the confidence to invest in the long- 
term development of the business". This suggests that Respondent C was confident about the 
future of the specific relationship and had a strategic orientation. 
5.5.3 The Context of the Relationship 
5.5.3.1 Business Environment 
Respondent C referred to the change of the environment and how it affected them during the 
evolution of their relationship with Retailer A. Up until the early 1990s they were growing as 
a business. However, during the 1990s the environment changed and Retailer A changed as an 
organisation as they became very aggressive towards their suppliers. 
"... so the first 18-19 years, tremendous growth ... we flourished as a business because 
we were new, we were innovating and then it starts to change ... the environment 
changed, the people changed and it became very sort of naked, very aggressive, and 
very unsophisticated .. I can remember Mr E (Supplier C's manager) warning me and 
saying look, they are different now and you are going to have to wise up " 
5.5.3.2 Relationship Quality 
The survey responses (Table 5.3) suggest that the relationship prior the dissolution contained 
both positive and negative attributes. On the one hand, the supplier was usually responding 
quickly to the customer's demands, they had developed new products exclusively for the 
customer and they had invested in processing capacity specifically for the customer. These 
three statements capture the supplier's contribution to the relationship and show that the 
supplier had given a lot to the relationship. During the interview it became apparent that the 
supplier was innovating but there is no evidence that this was exclusively for the specific 
customer. There is also no evidence that the supplier was usually responding quickly to the 
customer's demands. However, during the interview it became apparent that the supplier was 
meeting the customer's requirements in terms of service and price which suggests that the 
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supplier was fulfilling the customer's demands. There is also no evidence that the supplier 
invested in processing capacity exclusively for the customer. 
Table 5.3 - Survey Response (Relationship Qualitv) for Case No. 3 
Strongly Neither Strongly 
disagree 
Disagree agree nor Agree agree disagree 
The writing was on the wall for some time before we lost this account LI 
We did not expect our relationship with this customer to deteriorate LI LI 
..... ........ .......... . ...... ....... . ...... 
F1 
as quickly as it did 
. ..... ...... .... 
We did everything we could to prevent the loss of this account 11 LI 
This customer invested considerable time and effort in developing a .... . .......... El 
relationship with us before things started to gowrong 
.... . ... .. --- ----- --- This customer was not always honest with us 
We thought this customer was looking out for our interests and was 
not only concerned about meeting its own objectives at our expense 
We had good personal relationships with this customer for most of LI El LI the time 
We usually responded quickly to this customer's demands LI LI 
We made investments in processing capacity specifically for this 
.... ... ... ... .... 
F1 
customer 
........... ......... . ... . 
We developed new products exclusively for this customer E D Li 
When we had disagreements with this customer they were usually LI V/ 1 11 0 resolved in. a mutually satisfactory way 
..... .... . ... ... ...... ..... . ....... .. I........ ..... ..... ......... . .. ... .. ---- ----- ....... ....... . There were few occasions when we had face to face meetings with LI 11 
this customer to discuss important issues 
This customer usually shared information with us when we asked for 
it 
This customer would have had little difficulty in replacing us 
This customer was one of those we would have described as a 'key F-I custorner' 
........ .-... ..... . ... .1-. 11 .... ...... We had little difficulty in replacing the lost business with this j F-I LI Customer 
Moreover, the survey responses suggest that a good personal relationship existed between 
individuals from the two organisations and the two parties met frequently to discuss important 
issues. On the other hand, disagreements were not usually resolved in a mutually satisfactory 
way and the customer did not usually share information when they asked for it. These 
statements reflect that there was closeness and distance between the two parties and that there 
was positive and negative interaction between the two parties. During the interview it became 
apparent that there was considerable interaction between individuals from the two 
organisations and good personal relationships had been developed before things started to go 
wrong. It seems therefore that the inconsistency between the survey response and the 
interview reflects the way the relationship changed during time. 
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The survey responses suggest that the customer did not invest considerable time and effort to 
develop the relationship with the supplier. In the interview it became apparent that there was 
frequent interaction between individuals from the two organisations which implies that the 
customer had invested time and effort to develop the relationship with the supplier during the 
early days. 
In the survey, it was suggested that the customer was not always honest to them. At the same 
time, the supplier neither agreed nor disagreed with the view that the customer was looking 
after their interests and was not only concerned about meeting their objectives at the supplier's 
expense. During the interview it became apparent that the supplier trusted the customer before 
the critical events took place. It also seems that during the early days the supplier was satisfied 
with the relationship and this changed after the first critical event took place. This partly 
supports the fact that the supplier neither agreed nor disagreed with the view that the customer 
was looking after their interests and was not only concerned about meeting their objectives at 
the supplier's expense. 
Finally, the survey response suggests that the customer would have had difficulty in replacing 
the supplier. This statement reflects the dependency of the customer to the supplier and it 
shows that the supplier perceived themselves as not easily replaceable. During the interview 
discussion it became apparent that the supplier was the sole supplier of product Cl to the 
customer and an established company within the UK product Cl area which suggests that they 
were the best option at that time. 
The relationship between Supplier C and Retailer A before the trigger event took place 
contained both positive and negative attributes. Supplier C was Retailer A's sole product CI 
supplier. 
"We had a big percentage of the UK product CI market ... we were the product C1 
people, we were the product C2 people... " 
In addition, the relationship was moving forward as long as Supplier C was meeting the price 
expectations of Retailer A. 
"... with Retailer A it was a matter of being able to deliver the volume at a price " 
On the technical side, Supplier C's performance over time was good in terms of product and 
service quality. Moreover, Supplier C was developing new products for the improvement of 
the business and the economic performance of Retailer A's product CI sales. 
"Our record of supply with Retailer A was excellent ... we were quite innovative and we knew a lot about product CI ... we were growing fast, we were innovating, new products 
all the time ... coming up with different product CI types... " 
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Thus, the technical dimension of the relationship had a high quality given the continuous 
improvement and the quality of the product offering. Supplier C had managed to become an 
established business in the UK product CI market given their contributions and it seems that 
they had the strongest position among their competitors during that time. Thus, it could be 
argued that they were Retailer A's best option and the relationship was moving forward as 
long as Supplier C managed to satisfy Retailer A's needs better than their competition. 
Therefore, the importance of Supplier C to Retailer A was high in economic terms. 
However, despite Supplier C's knowledge of product Cl, the exporter was holding the 
technical expertise of growing as they were producing the majority of the supplies. 
Ultimately, this made Supplier C vulnerable should Retailer A choose to deal directly with the 
foreign growers. 
"We didn't grow it that much, we were importing... " 
The social interaction between individuals from the two organisations was considerable but 
changed over time. There was a lot of personal interaction between individuals outside the 
working environment and a close relationship at the personal level had developed over the 
years. Respondent C was cultivating the personal relationship as he was frequently socialising 
with his counterparts. 
"... whenever they came ... they would have lunch with us ... they 
had a great time, it was 
wonderful. -for a long time we had a very close relationship... " 
Moreover, the relationship was characterised by frequent interaction and information sharing 
whereas Supplier C perceived Retailer A as trustworthy and committed to them. This means 
that Respondent C felt secure about the future of the relationship. 
Although it is observed that for many years the relationship had a strong social content, at a 
certain point in time the relationship between Retailer A and Supplier C was taken over and 
managed between Mr E and Retailer A's staff. Therefore, the personal relationships continued 
to be close but the closeness shifted to a different interface as Respondent C detached himself 
from the management of the relationship. The nature of the Retailer A team and their 
aggressive attitude towards their suppliers deterred him from remaining so involved. 
"... it became down to a totally different mind read. And to give Mr E credit ... he identified that and he nurtured that Retailer A account .. he saw an opportunity and he 
nurtured .. away from me personally, whilst he ensured that they identified with him ... for a long time we had a very close relationship and then I started to get more involved with other activities ... so all I am saying is that my focus of activity, getting 
sidetracked, leaving Mr E to catch on which is fine because you are going to do that, 
run the business and we were a good team ... I didn't pay the concentration ... you can 
say I got too big for my boots or whatever" 
133 
Even though Respondent C started to spend time on other activities and was not focused on 
the everyday management of his business, he continued to cultivate the personal relationship 
with some of his customers, but the mismatch between his personality and the personalities of 
the Retailer A staff made him disassociate himself from the Retailer A relationship. 
"On a personal level I lost touch, I continued my good relationship with Retailer 
E .. and Retailer A ... I was not handling them right .. I enjoyed working with Retailer E .. Retailer A it became down to a totally different mind read" 
The social dimension of the relationship is clearly important as there was considerable 
interaction during the early years but this diminished over time as the staff culture and the 
trading environment drove a wedge between Respondent C and Retailer A. 
5.5.4 Trigger 
The personal relationship between Respondent C and Retailer A was already deteriorating but 
the event that triggered the decline of the business relationship was the appearance of 
competition. A new company, formed by Supplier C's manager, Mr E and their foreign 
supplier, made a business proposition to Retailer A and triggered the evaluation of the existing 
relationship from Retailer A's perspective. 
"... ultimately Mr E approached Retailer A with regard to his new company supplying 
Retailer A with foreign product Cl... " 
Mr E put in place the new company in association with the foreign growers behind 
Respondent C's back. This paved the way for a series of acrimonious events that resulted in 
the bankruptcy of Supplier C. 
In the survey, Supplier C suggested that the writing was not on the wall for some time before 
they lost the account. They also suggested that they did not expect the relationship to 
deteriorate as quickly as it did. In the discussion it became evident that the relationship was 
working well until the competition appeared. Moreover, it seems that they did not expect that 
other events would have affected the relationship. In the survey, it was also suggested that 
they did everything they could to prevent the dissolution of the relationship. In the discussion 
it became evident that Supplier C tried to explain to Retailer A the reason behind their actions. 
Nevertheless, it could be argued that Supplier C did not do everything they could to prevent 
the dissolution of the relationship. 
5.5.5 Dissolution Process 
The appearance of competition triggered the evaluation of the relationship between Supplier C 
and Retailer A. It seems therefore that Retailer A perceived that the quality of the relationship 
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with Supplier C with respect to its economic and technical dimension was inferior compared 
to the competitive offer. 
"They started trading with his company based on the technical and commercial benefits 
his company offered to them... " 
In addition to the superiority of the competitive offer with respect to its economic and 
technical benefits the new competitor had also cultivated the personal side of the relationship 
with Retailer A. As such, for a number of years the relationship between Retailer A and 
Supplier C was being managed and cultivated by Supplier C's manager. It could be argued 
that the manager developed the personal relationship and used it in order to understand the 
needs of Retailer A. Moreover, it could be argued that the manager used the good personal 
relationship to approach Retailer A with his competitive offer. As he was close to Retailer A it 
was easier for him to make the offer and influence Retailer A's decision making. 
"He ensured that they identified with him ... and I have no doubt now that when Mr E 
went to Retailer A, he painted a (bad) picture of .. myself .. Retailer A bought it ... I had 
staff who again and again tell me, watch Mr E, we do not trust him... " 
Following the way the process evolved it appears that the competitive offer counteracted the 
economic benefits that Supplier C was offering to Retailer A until this point in time. In 
addition, as the company that entered the market was Supplier C's supplier the technical 
dimension of the competitor was similar to the one provided by Supplier C. Supplier C was 
relying on the foreign growers for the supplies and therefore Supplier C's contribution to the 
relationship became almost non-existent. It also seems that the historic relationship that 
existed between Supplier C and Retailer A counted for little and did not prevent the decline. 
Although Retailer A decided to accept the competitive offer the rest of Supplier C's customers 
chose not to. Even though the competitor approached these customers with their offer, the 
relationship that existed between Supplier C and these customers did serve to counteract the 
influence of competition. Bearing in mind Respondent C's thoughts it is observed that their 
personal loyalty to him was what counteracted the competitive offer. 
"Retailer A bought it, Retailer D and Retailer E always very loyal to me personally " 
However, although Respondent C had cultivated the personal relationship with his 
counterparts in Retailer A, they had declined over time whilst he managed to maintain with 
the rest of his customers. Nevertheless, it is not possible to suggest that Retailer A chose to 
switch on the basis of the good personal relationship between them and the manager or that if 
Respondent C had cultivated the personal relationship with Retailer A the relationship would 
have been saved. 
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After the influence of competition Supplier C's position within Retailer A's product CI 
supply base diminished as they became a much smaller supplier. Therefore, the economic 
importance of Supplier C to Retailer A on the product Cl side declined. Supplier C was also 
supplying Retailer A with product C2 but their position was also diminishing there, as they 
were losing share to the competition. 
"... we had a big product C2 account which we were also in danger of losing as 
welL.. Mr F could see that he was winning business from us and he was managing the 
business " 
The social interaction between Supplier C and Retailer A continued to be positive. However, 
individuals from the two organisations interacted on the basis of the business arrangement 
whereas the social closeness of the past had been broken. In addition, the behaviour of 
Retailer A's staff was placing stress on the personal relationship from Respondent C's 
perspective. 
"... little things that I just find unacceptable ... I've got a problem about people, individuals... " 
During a business trip abroad the behaviour of Retailer A's staff with regard to the level of 
entertainment expected, made Respondent C even more upset. 
"... you may take a view that what it cost us to pay ... so do it ... it was absolutely nothing. The other growers on that trip ... their attitude was that if that's what it takes, that's 
what it takes ... it is a long wayfrom where I usually am and I was so angry " 
Respondent C complained to a Retailer A's employee about all the events that had taken place 
during time over a friendly discussion. The employee in turn informed Retailer A about the 
discussion unbeknown to Respondent C and with positive intentions. 
"I met him and we were friends and he said how are things and I said difficult and I 
described exactly what had happened in the trip ... and the Mr E scenario and how Retailer A had I thought changed dramaticallyfrom the company which I had grown up 
with... " 
When Retailer A found out about Respondent C's accusations against them a conversation 
took place. Respondent C in response tried to explain his behaviour and he argued that his 
conversation with Retailer A's employee was about ethical issues and not about the business 
relationship with Retailer A. 
However, the restoring action performed by Respondent C did not change the situation. 
Moreover, Retailer A identified that Supplier C's product C2 was not complying with their 
specif ications. 
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It was a fact that Supplier C had not complied with Retailer A's product specifications and 
Respondent C was not in the position to prove otherwise. 
"They had evidence ... I thought we could manage it, I thought we could manage 
ourselves out of it" 
During that time Retailer A informed Supplier C that they would be delisted given their non- 
compliance with the product specifications. 
"... and I remember him saying. -from the Retailer A's perspective we like you, you 
have 
been supplying usfor many years, but what happened here is unacceptable... " 
Throughout the description of the dissolution process Respondent C stressed the relationship 
at the personal level. The ending was particularly bitter. In the end the declining personal 
relationships culminated in Retailer A using a technical issue to gain revenge on Respondent 
C and provide a mechanism not only for ending their relationship with Supplier C but ending 
Supplier C as a business. 
"... Retailer D's and Retailer E's words were I am sorry, we know what's happened, 
you have been with us a long time but ... it is goodbye... " 
Following the way the process evolved it appears that the positive history of the relationship 
could not overcome the way the customer felt towards the supplier and the technical issue. In 
addition, the economic dimension of the relationship did not have the ability to prevent the 
dissolution as by this time it was not difficult for Retailer A to replace the small volume 
Supplier C supplied. 
5.5.6 Aftermath 
With the benefit of hindsight Respondent C could see what he could have done differently to 
protect the relationship with Retailer A. He therefore suggested that had he incentivised his 
manager while he was still employed by them he would not have perhaps tried to set up his 
own company and become their competitor. 
"... Mr E was on a good salary plus a bonus which is not a bad salary then but he saw 
the accounts and he knew what we were making ... I should have said right .. the time has 
come, we've got to do something and either make Mr Ea director or say the time has 
come, Mr E did the organic growth of the business, but you bring in a younger, 
university educated but I did not do either and that was a mistake ... I can see it now... " 
Another action that he could have performed was to form a closer relationship or a more 
formal partnership with their foreign supplier. 
"We could have presented ourselves as being a partnership with the foreign business 
and supply them direct, which we didn't, no, I am looking back now and I could see... " 
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Respondent C suggested that he could have also sold his business when it was at its most 
profitable given that it was not sustainable in the area it was located and then none of these 
events would have happened. 
"... when the business was at its most profitable, I would have said right, sell off certain 
land, get out of the product C2 game totally and sell that business because we were 
never going to compete realistically because we are flying it or shipping it in by 
container .. and the cost .. could have gone to somebody else's bottom line and so why do that. On the product CI side of the business, looked to building it up to sell because 
there again it is not sustainable where we are, packing and distributing operation needs 
to be elsewhere, I could see it... " 
5.5.7 Conclusion 
The case indicates that a change in the context that surrounded the relationship occurred as the 
years went by. The early growth of the 1980s was replaced by complacency and at the same 
time the behaviour of Retailer A towards Supplier C became aggressive. Respondent C did 
not pay attention to the management of his manager and his relationship with Retailer A. The 
manager spotted the opportunity and used personal relationships to launch a new company. 
Once Retailer A accepted the competitive offer Supplier C's position in the supply base 
declined and Respondent C became bitter. The behaviour of Retailer A's staff compounded 
Respondent C's feelings and his action to express how he felt destroyed the personal 
relationships. Retailer A's reaction revealed non-compliance with the product specifications 
and destroyed Supplier C. However, if one or both parties had not performed the actions that 
they did the relationship could have been saved. Still, the better management of the manager, 
supplier and customer relationship could have prevented the dissolution. 
138 
5.6 CASE No. 4 (Supplier D) 
5.6.1 Company Background 
Supplier D have become an established company in the UK product DI market. They supply 
most of the major UK supermarkets with their branded niche dairy product and they also 
produce own-label products for many of them. They also supply the catering sector, which 
accounts for a small part of their business. The people interviewed were the Managing 
Director and the CEO, subsequently referred to 6ointly) as Respondent D. 
5.6.2 The Customer 
The customer involved in the dissolution process was identified as a key customer for 
Supplier D and the relationship between the two parties was some years old. In the survey, the 
interviewee described a key customer for their business as one who "contributes a significant 
proportion of their sales revenue". This indicates that the greater the sales a customer account 
for the greater the importance of the customer for their business. Supplier D indicated that the 
environment in which they operate has become very competitive. The short-term, sales focus 
approach fits therefore with a branded manufacturer that operates within a mature market, 
supplying multiple customers with a similar product range. 
5.63 The Context of the Relationship 
5.6.3.1 Business Environment 
Supplier D explained how the food retail industry has changed over the years through their 
own experience. They suggested that the competition among supermarkets has intensified and 
this has affected the way they work with their suppliers. As such, Supplier D indicated that 
supermarket customers have shifted their attention away from the strategic planning of the 
product category areas. They have instead started to be more concerned about the short-term 
return on shelf space provided by their suppliers. 
"... across the whole product DI category the days of having a category captain is less 
and less about working to sort of maximising the benefit for the fixture, they just take 
the money off you ... I think ... the prime time of category captain ... probably was 2 years 
ago and at that stage there was still a degree of relationship going on, some kind of 
partnership, we will do all this work for you customer and you will listen to us and we 
will get what we want as a mutual benefit and you have to be fair, we are doing all this 
work and you have to say some of the products we make aren't doing very well, they 
ought to come out but ... you obviously trying to workfor the best benefit of both product D1 and the retailer, what subsequently happened is... you do all that work and then they 
say thank you very much but Ijust had a better bidfrom somebody else and I am going 
to give all that business elsewhere or do you want to retain your business in which case 
please hand over a certain amount of cash ... so I think it's more short-termism, itfeels like you are only as good as your last bid so that's really quite afundamental change ... I 
mean that probably is because ... if your business is in trouble then off comes the gloves 
and .. so the greater the pressure in terms of the greater the competition and the more 
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people start falling behind then they don't have the time to plan for categories and for 
ranging, all the really clever stuff... " 
Moreover, Supplier D highlighted the effect that the introduction of Retailer Z has had in the 
UK food retail industry. It was indicated that this event combined with the maturity of the 
retail sector has intensified the price wars between the major UK retailers. 
"I think also we have seen, certainly the last two years, the fall out of the Retailer Z 
effect beginning to push harder and people (retailers) have become much more focused 
on price and they are all fighting for the same customer and offering ever and ever 
cheaper deals whilst at the same time trying to portray some kind of corporate social 
responsibility that says we want to took after the British farmers and .. there is a fundamental problem there... " 
The re-structuring of Retailer I was also highlighted as an event that had an effect on Retailer 
I's suppliers. ' Supplier D mentioned that some time before the re-structuring Retailer I was 
increasingly requesting money from their suppliers in their effort to improve their financial 
performance. 
"77zey were definitely fighting for their survival (Retailer I prior to the re- 
structuring) ... so they were bumping up their rather poor trading figures; so they were increasingly coming back to us and saying, you want to keep this business this year on 
our own-label ... we need an ongoing overrider, we need cash... " 
5.6.3.2 Relationship Qualily 
The responses to the survey (Table 5.4) suggest that the relationship prior the dissolution 
contained both positive and negative attributes. On the one hand, the supplier was usually 
responding quickly to the customer's demands, they had developed new products exclusively 
for the customer and they had invested in processing capacity specifically for the customer. 
These three statements capture the supplier's contribution to the relationship and show that 
Supplier D had made the effort to satisfy the customer. Bearing in mind that Supplier D is a 
brand owner then it could be argued that they had not invested specifically for any of their 
customers. However, Supplier D is also an own-label producer and during the interview it 
became apparent that they were developing new products for the customer to their request. 
Still, there is no evidence of any specific investments in processing capacity on the own-label 
side of the relationship. As far as the supplier's compliance with the customer's demands is 
concerned it became evident that they were fulfilling the customer's requests. 
140 
Table 5.4 - Survey Response (Relationship Quality) for Case No. 4 
Strongly Neither Strongly 
disagree Disagree agree nor Agree agree disagree 
The writing was on the wall for some time before we lost this account 
We d id not expect our relationship with this customer to deteriorate L J as quickly as_i! d_iq 
We did everything we could to prevent the loss of this account F v/ LI 
This customer invested considerable time and effort in developing a V/ relationship with us before things started to go wrong 
This customer was not always honest with us El 
We thought this customer was looking out for our interests and was 
not only concerned about meeting its own objectives at our expense 
We had good personal relationships with this customer for most of 
the time 
We usually responded quickly to this customer's demands 
We made investments in processing capacity specifically for this F1 
customer 
.............. .... ..... .... .... ........... ... . .... ...... ... We developed new products exclusively for this customer 
When we had disagreements with this customer they were usually 
resolved in a mutually satisfactory way 
There were few occasions when we had face to face meetings with 
this customer to discuss important issues 
.......... This customer usually shared information with us when we asked for V/ 
. ..... ...... . .... . ............. ... .... ... .... ......... . ..... ... This customer would have had little difficulty in replacing us 
.... ...... .. - 
V, 
This customer was one of those we would have described as a 'key 
' customer 
We had little difficulty in replacing the lost business with this LI LI LI 11 
customer 
Moreover, the survey responses suggest that a good personal relationship existed between 
individuals from the two organisations for most of the time but there were few meetings to 
discuss important issues with the customer and the customer was not sharing information with 
them when they asked for it. The supplier also suggested that disagreements were not usually 
resolved in a mutually satisfactory way. The survey shows that there were positive and 
negative elements in the interaction between individuals and a degree of distance in the 
relationship. 
During the discussion it was stated that a good personal relationship existed between the 
buyers and individuals from the supplier side but there was no frequent interaction with the 
senior management of the customer organisation. Although there is no evidence to support 
how problems were resolved in general, it became evident from the interview that a mutually 
satisfactory solution was not found for the resolution of the specific problem. 
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The supplier did not perceive that the customer invested considerable time and effort to 
develop the relationship with them before things started to go wrong. However, there is no 
evidence about the customer's investment of time and effort in developing the relationship 
with the supplier. 
At the same time, the supplier perceived the customer as always honest towards them. 
Although there is no evidence to support this statement it could be argued that the customer 
was always honest about their true requirements from the supplier. On the other hand, they did 
not think that the customer was looking after their interests but was only concerned about 
meeting their own objectives at the supplier's expense. During the interview it became evident 
that the customer was only concerned about their own financial objectives and was not 
interested about the supplier's ability to provide these payments. 
Finally, the supplier suggested that the customer would have difficulty in replacing them. This 
became evident during the interview as the supplier perceived that their brand had strength. 
Moreover, the supplier perceived that they would have difficulty in replacing the customer. 
This view is supported by the fact that the supplier had to take a series of actions in order to 
resolve the problem, satisfy the specific customer and reactivate the relationship. 
The relationship between Supplier D and Retailer I before the trigger event took place was 
quite strong. Supplier D was producing a large part of Retailer I's own-label product DI and 
supplying their branded product Dl. This means that Supplier D was a significant supplier to 
Retailer I in economic terms but Retailer I was not regarded as one of Supplier D's core 
customers. 
"... we have been trading with them for a long time, doing quite a big chunk of their 
own-label business, they weren't a huge customerfor us in terms of total volumefor the 
brand, they were definitely sort of second tier if you like in terms of our customer 
base... " 
However, the magnitude of the exchange within the own-label product DI area did not present 
an exit barrier as Retailer I could replace Supplier D with alternative suppliers. But Supplier 
D's brand equity was creating economic benefits and was making Supplier D irreplaceable in 
this area. 
"... the brand gives you some strength because it is in a niche, it is the dominant brand 
in that niche... " 
However, although Supplier D acknowledged that the brand was performing well in Retailer I 
it is observed that it was not a key growth area for Retailer 1. Bearing in mind that Retailer I's 
consumer profile at that time was price sensitive and not niche product shoppers it could be 
argued that the niche brand offer was not so important for Retailer I. 
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"... the brand in Retailer I, it did ok but it was never a particularly strong market... " 
The social dimension of the relationship was very good since the interaction between Supplier 
D and the buyers was positive. 
"I think we probably got a bit of cosy with them, I think we had some good relationships 
with the buyers ... we thought the buyer was probably one of the mostfriendly ones... " 
However, the change of buyers' policy weakened the own-label relationship for Supplier D at 
some point in time. This event shows that Retailer I had the ability to replace Supplier D as an 
own-label manufacturer. 
"... the trouble is when a completely new team come in they look at the relationship and 
say oh Christ, Supplier D do everything and therefore it is like, well, they were 
somebody else's ... and therefore if the incumbent has got a really, really strong 
relationship but you are new you feel a little bit vulnerable because we know more 
about their business ... therefore you sort of start again ... it is a classic thing, you might have a really successful product but a new buyer comes in and they want to make their 
mark and they say oh, I am going to launch this product and then they just get rid of the 
supportfor the products that are ok because they want their products to be the ones that 
are successful... it went a bit wrong when the buyer went... so this idea that Supplier D 
doing all their own-label changed and they put lots of business to other people... " 
Moreover, the personal relationship at the senior management level was not a developed one. 
"... I don't think we really knew him (senior manager) very well at all, hadn't got a 
great relationshipfurther up the business... " 
5.6A Trigger 
The event that triggered the dissolution of the relationship between Supplier D and Retailer I 
was Retailer B's decision to reduce the retail price of Supplier D's branded product in their 
stores. This event triggered a sequence of events that resulted in the partial break up of the 
relationship between Retailer I and Supplier D. 
"... our own close experience of this was probably some years ago when Retailer B 
dropped the price of our product .. and they didn't come back to us and say we are 
making enough money here so we want a cheaperprice, they said .. it's our decision... " 
In the survey, Supplier D suggested that the writing was not on the wall before they lost the 
account. They also suggested that they did not expect the relationship to deteriorate as quickly 
as it did. In the interview it was indicated that Supplier D could see the writing on the wall as 
soon as Retailer B reduced the retail price of their branded product. They were therefore 
aware that problems would have been created within other relationships of theirs. However, 
they did not expect that Retailer I would have delisted their brand. In the survey, they also 
indicated that they did everything they could to prevent the loss of the account. During the 
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interview it became apparent that they tried to convince Retailer I that their request was not 
reasonable. 
5.6.5 Dissolution Process 
As soon as Retailer B reduced the price of the brand in their stores, Supplier D could see the 
implications of this action to the rest of their customer base. As such, some time later a 
problem was created within the Retailer I relationship. 
"... we knew it was going to happen, we could see the writing on the wall, but ... when 
something happens like this you think oh, Christ, maybe they will notice ... maybe they 
will put their prices back up again if they don't sell any product in three months time, it 
took probably some months before it got to critical point" 
The problem had an economic nature since Retailer I wanted to match the Retailer B price and 
as a result they were going to face financial losses. Retailer I perceived that their problem was 
Supplier D's responsibility and as such they demanded Supplier D's financial support for the 
resolution of the problem. Supplier D refused to compensate Retailer I for their economic 
losses because they felt that they were not responsible for the situation, as Retailer B were 
funding the price reduction. At the same time, they could not afford to compensate Retailer I 
without harming their own profitability. 
"... and then Retailer I woke up and said we are going to match this price and .. they 
wanted some ridiculous reduction which would have taken us into a loss on every case 
we sold and we saidfundamentally we can't do this so we got two options we either stop 
trading with you or stop trading full stop ... and we went infor a what we all thought was 
afairly bizarre meeting where we went in and we were told these are the terms ... we are 
going to match this price and we said we are on price fixtures ... we compete against all the other brands by offering our price to you at a reasonable price and you make that 
decision, if you then want to compete against a retailer and that's what your margin is 
for, you either use it to advertise your company or you use it to drop your prices ... but that's not our bit, it was a really unpleasant meeting, one of the nastiest meetings I ever 
had" 
It is thus observed that during the meeting that took place for the resolution of the problem, a 
compromise was not found. 
Later on, another meeting took place where Supplier D tried for a second time to negotiate 
with Retailer I and resolve the problem. They thus tried to convince Retailer I that the price 
reduction in Retailer B stores had not increased the sales of their product in Retailer B. As 
such, they tried to demonstrate to Retailer I that their request for financial compensation was 
not reasonable. However, the negotiation between the two parties did not solve the problem. 
Retailer I was insisting on their request for compensation. Supplier D chose not to comply 
with Retailer I's financial request and Retailer I decided to delist their brand from their stores. 
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"... and then ... we went back and ... we did try to say what you are asking for is just not 
tenable and they said I am sorry that is what we are going to do and we still didn't 
really think that they will do that ... why they would take that line on a product like 
ours ... price wasn't that important and actually we demonstrated that it wasn't, when we 
went in Retailer A and Retailer I, we ... demonstrated the sales curve of a retailer near 
you and said this is the price dropped and this is the volume and it basically remained 
unchanged .. so we said this is not price sensitive... Retailer L-didn't actually scale 
what they were actually askingfor and into whether ... it was actually reasonable" 
Following the course of events that led to the product delisting it was revealed that both 
parties' behaviour precipitated the dissolution of the relationship. Supplier D's refusal to 
provide financial compensation as well as Retailer I's refusal to understand that their request 
was not reasonable influenced the dissolution. Taking a closer look at the events it could be 
concluded that the dissolution stemmed from Retailer I's dissatisfaction with the economic 
dimension of the relationship. More specifically, the economic benefits of the relationship 
with Supplier D had declined since Retailer I had to reduce their retail price to match the 
Retailer B price and this was having a negative effect on their margin. Since the reduction of 
Retailer I's profitability was attributed to Supplier D it became the reason that determined the 
product delisting, bearing in mind that Supplier D refused to compensate Retailer I. 
Moreover, it could be argued that the problem was perceived as particularly critical by 
Retailer I as they were preparing to re-structure their business. Supplier D perceived the re- 
structuring as a factor that had an influence on Retailer I's behaviour as it was a burden for 
Retailer I and was creating even more pressure on them. It seems therefore that the financial 
difficulties of Retailer I probably pushed them to be unreasonable and uncompromising 
during the negotiation. 
"... and two things I think probably happened at the same time ... one of which was, we 
suddenly got this issue where they came along and said we are going to drop our prices 
to match Retailer B and therefore you are going to pay or if you don't we will shoot 
you, which is in fact what they did but the other thing was that they were leading up to, 
as we subsequently discovered, the re-structuring so ... they were definitely fighting for 
their survival ... Retailer I were intent on extracting additional margins and listing 
paymentsftom their suppliers in order to bolster theirfinancial accounts" 
The Retailer B price reduction triggered conflict within the Retailer A relationship as they also 
perceived that they had to match the price in order to compete with Retailer B. However, even 
though a difficult period within that relationship took place, the situation did not result in 
radical change and dissolution of that relationship. 
"That followed on ... backwards and forward there with other retailers, with Retailer A ... trying to get the money ... Retailer A came along to us and said we are going to 
match it, this is costing us fxm and we have some very difficult conversations with the 
senior people at Retailer A saying you have just destroyed our margin on this product, 
what are you going to do about it ... and so we sort of fault that off and said look, 
145 
nothing to do with us, we are not supporting this price and they said but it is your 
brand, you got to do something-and the buyer ... which we knew reasonably well, sort 
of said look, what are you going to do, what are you going to say, I am trying to help 
you here but .. you got to hand up some cash here and the director came along and said it cost us xm ofpounds ... and I said I am just not in the position to give you a cheque for 
xm ofpounds, I would shut the businessfirst and they backtracked and said no, I am not 
askingyoufora cheque but you are gonna have to sort your prices out and... we went 
back a couple of times and it's farcical, you know, we don't make that money, here are 
our accounts for last year sort of thing and .. it sort ofjust went quiet... " 
It seems therefore that the poor financial performance of Retailer I relative to the competition 
which was being compounded by the re-structuring encouraged them to react in a critical way 
to the pricing problem. Retailer A was concerned about the pricing problem but it could be 
argued that they were not in such a difficult financial position and did not have the need to 
react in a similar manner. 
"... Retailer I were trying to do whatever they could to improve their trading accounts" 
Despite the fact that Supplier D perceived that Retailer I would not delist their branded 
product it is observed that the brand was not able to protect them. 
"We called their bluff didn't we? ... we thought they will back up ... all the people were 
saying, call it their bluff, they wouldn't do it ... until the following week where it (the 
order) became zero" 
In the light of this, the economic benefits stemming from the sales of the branded product in 
Retailer I's stores were not able to counteract the product delisting. 
"... they lost money by not selling ourproduct" 
However, taking a closer look at the economic dimension of the relationship it is observed 
that the brand was not that strong for Retailer I. Therefore, although they incurred financial 
losses from not having the product in stores it could be argued that these losses were not 
perceived as prohibitive for the product delisting. 
The case demonstrates that the personal relationship did not play a preventing role but 
Supplier D suggested that the quality of the personal relationships in general is separate from 
business decisions. 
"We can have great relationships with people and they absolutely screw us in the 
ground, because that's what theirjob is so you are trying not to let ... what theirjob is 
getting in the way of the relationship you have with that person, it's like... entertaining, 
go to dinner with him, whatever but it still don't get you anywhere because he has a job 
to do and his job is to make more money ... everybody likes to be liked so you can go in 
and when your job is not at the coal face you get some fantastic relationships with the 
retailers at various levels and that is great but it never, when it gets down to the 
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heart ... forget the lot, it comes down to that area has got a target to produce, that 
amount of % or that amount of turnover and they will do anything they can to get it... " 
As soon as Retailer I delisted the product from the stores Supplier D took actions to resolve 
the problem that has been created by the Retailer B price reduction and reverse the situation. 
As such, Supplier D requested the restoration of the retail price in Retailer B. Retailer B was 
not willing to increase the retail price and Supplier D decided to withdraw the product from 
their stores. The action taken by Supplier D shows that they had to resolve the pricing 
problem not only in order to reactivate the Retailer I relationship but also because they felt 
that they had to protect their relationship with Retailer A and Retailer D. Supplier D 
acknowledged that Retailer A was still concerned about the pricing problem and Retailer D 
was beginning to show signs of concern. 
"I was getting so wound up because it was just so unfair but it was business critical 
and .. we had to do some drastic things ... so we went back to Retailer B and said look, 
we know what you are doing but you are going to stuff us because obviously Retailer A 
were still hot on their trails and Retailer D were beginning to wake up and Retailer B 
said we can't increase our retail prices ... so ... I can remember having a very 
difficult 
phone call with the buyer saying ... it's out of my 
hands, if you continue to sell this 
product in this price you will destroy the business so as of Monday we are not supplying 
you so we stopped supplying Retailer B ... and 
I think if the Retailer I thing hadn't blown 
up and we haven't done what we have done with Retailer I, I am sure Retailer A would 
have come back because it was costing them a lot of money" 
Shortly after the product withdrawal, Supplier D met with Retailer I and Retailer A and 
explained to them that the pricing problem had been resolved. As a result, Retailer A restored 
their retail prices and Retailer I reactivated the branded relationship. However, Retailer I 
restocked the products after some time and it could be argued that this event reinforces the 
view that the brand was not so important to Retailer I. 
"... when we delisted Retailer B, wefirst went to Retailer A and said look, not a problem 
now, you can put the price up to what you want to do, which they did and then we went 
to Retailer I and said the Retailer B problem is out of the way, Retailer A put their 
prices up so ... there is no reason why you can't put these products back in at a 
reasonable retail and they said ok, fine but it took them some months " 
As far as the Retailer B relationship is concerned, when Supplier D withdrew their brand they 
proposed to Retailer B the development of an own-label product DI in replacement of their 
brand. 
"... we also gave them an option, we said .. we will do you an own-label product DI for Retailer B... " 
Retailer B did launch the new own-label product DI but it failed to take off. As such, some 
time later on Retailer B requested the Supplier D brand back in their stores. However, 
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Supplier D proposed to Retailer B the development of a different size for their brand in the 
effort to overcome the price competition with the rest of their customer base. 
"We did launch the own-label but itfailed, it didn't sell, which wasn't a real surprise to 
us ... interestingly enough, having thought we completely burned our boats with Retailer B and of course we are a Retailer B supplier from our own-label product 
side ... probably some months later they came along and said we really need your brand because it's the only brand that makes any sense in the niche product area and we got 
round the problem by doing a different variant for them, different size ... different price 
point... " 
But before the development of the different brand variant, Supplier D discussed their decision 
with Retailer A. Retailer A approved the idea and Supplier D proceeded with the development 
of the new product and the solution to the pricing problem. 
"... but the first thing we did was to discuss with Retailer A the rules on this price 
comparison so I think we were quite early in this phase of devising a new unique 
branded product for Retailer B so we went to Retailer A and said .. we have got a 
problem here, this is what we are trying to resolve, if we did a different product, in 
different size is that going to cause you grief and the buyer said no, I don't think it is 
and we weren't sure to be honest" 
The course of the restoring events shows that Supplier D had to end their branded relationship 
with Retailer B in order to resolve the pricing problem. During this dissolution process it is 
observed that the Retailer B buyer had the will to help Supplier D but was not able to take any 
action in resolving the problem Retailer B had created. 
"... and the difficult thing was that the buyer, again at buyer level was reasonably 
sympathetic, I think they knew what they were doing but the buyer was saying it is out 
of my hands, there is a pricing increase committee and the increase retail price has to 
go to them and they will not sanction this" 
Moreover, Retailer B's decision to restock the Supplier D brand and accept the different 
variant indicates the importance of the brand to Retailer B and reflects Retailer B's low level 
of interest in developing an own-label range. 
During the time the Retailer I branded relationship had been dissolved Supplier D continued 
to have a relationship with them on the own-label part of their business. The branded product 
delisting did not affect the own-label relationship with Retailer 1. It seems therefore that the 
change within one part of the relationship was not transmitted to the other. The relationship 
between Supplier D and Retailer I is now working very well. 
5.6.6 Aftermath 
Supplier D acknowledged that when the supplier does not fulfil the requests of the customer 
then the relationship declines. 
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"The simple thing is when you don't say yes, the relationship goes bad" 
Supplier D has since learned that they can handle similar problems by modifying the size of 
their branded products and avoid negative consequences in their customer portfolio. 
"I think in hindsight we learned, we should have done the trick of doing ... a different 
variant earlier, which is what everybody is doing" 
However, this has negative consequences on the profitability of their branded product in 
Retailer B. 
"... we are now doing fiddly amounts of specialists products for Retailer B so we are 
probably not really making an awful lot of money on our Retailer B business, but itjust 
get us out ofjail really so it's a fuzz and that's what a lot of people doing ... this adds 
considerable cost due to duplication of packaging design and short production runs of 
bespoke branded products which undermine any economies of scale usually enjoyed by 
brands" 
Moreover, the experience has taught them that a serious problem may create conflict within 
the relationship but this does not mean that it destroys the relationship altogether. Still, this is 
a unique feature of a supplier of both a branded and an own-label range of which there are 
relatively few and is in contrast to the fresh produce sector where there are no brands to 
conflict with own-label. 
"The one thing that I have learned is that retailers want to deal with individual things 
on an individual basis ... in certain incidences, certain bits of business are certain bits of business, they are not about the whole relationship, now ... if you do too much then the 
whole relationship might disappear, we had .. incidences with retailers where it's like 
the product came out of Retailer B but our relationship with Retailer B is very 
strong ... we and Retailer B decided that we can't afford to continue making the product 
to the price anymore and therefore we said that we can't do it and in certain times you 
think it would be like press the destruct button but actually two weeks later it's like well, 
ok, that was that and we moved on and it hasn't really affected the number of lines so 
that sort of indicates that they like to look at things very compartmentalised, like it's a 
problem on this branded product, it's not like well, they didn't give us that so I am 
going to penalise them on the rest of the business... " 
5.6.7 Conclusion 
The case indicates that the dissolution was determined by the inability of the parties to find a 
solution to the problem. However, it could be argued that the dissolution was determined by 
the refusal of Supplier D to comply with Retailer I's financial request. Retailer I were 
incurring financial losses from having to match the Retailer B price. It therefore seems that 
they were dissatisfied with the quality of the economic dimension of the relationship given the 
fact that their financial losses were attributed to Supplier D. Since Supplier D refused to 
restore the economic element of the relationship Retailer I decided to delist them. 
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In theory the supplier who owns a brand has bargaining power and is protected from product 
delisting decisions. However, not every brand has the same degree of power. It could 
therefore be argued that even though the brand was important in the niche market it 
represented a small share of the total product D1 category. In addition, the importance of a 
brand in the eyes of a retailer may vary according to the retailer's positioning in the 
marketplace. Although it is not possible to identify from the case what was Retailer Is 
rationale for delisting the brand it seems that they were thinking short-term and they were 
interested in finding ways to improve their financial figures due to the planned re-structuring. 
The case therefore seems to indicate that cash were more important to Retailer I than the 
brand especially at that specific point in time where their need for cash was desperate. 
Moreover, the case seems to indicate that the brand was not that important to Retailer I across 
the whole product DI category as Retailer I's consumers are not niche shoppers. 
Although it could be argued that the brand was not so important for Retailer B since their 
consumers are not niche shoppers as well, it was observed that Retailer B requested the brand 
back as it was the only brand that represented the niche category. Retailer Bs request seems 
to indicate that they needed the brand in their assortment. 
The case does not indicate that the personal relationship played a preventing role during the 
process. In Supplier D's view the good personal relationship is not able to prevent any type of 
business decision. It also became evident that the Retailer A and the Retailer B buyer were 
sympathetic but unable to intervene. However, the loss of a personal relationship can damage 
the business relationship as Supplier D lost part of Retailer I's own-label business when the 
buyer changed. The findings therefore indicate that the loss of the personal relationship can 
have a negative impact on the business relationship but the good personal relationship cannot 
get in the way of a customer that is trying to look after their business first. 
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5.7 CASE No. 5 (Supplier E) 
5.7.1 Company Background 
Supplier E has few supermarket customers. The person interviewed was a Director, 
subsequently referred to as Respondent E. 
5.7.2 The Customer 
The customer involved in the dissolution process was identified as a key customer and had a 
relationship with the supplier for some years. In the survey, Respondent E described a key 
customer for their business as one who "contributes a significant proportion of their sales 
revenue". This indicates that the customer was important to them in economic terms as well as 
a short-term orientation which fits with a supplier of a small size of business that relies more 
heavily on a small number of customers. 
5.73 The Context of the Relationship 
5.7.3.1 Business Environment 
As Respondent E was telling the story of the relationship dissolution, the change of the food 
retail environment was revealed. As such, the continuous rationalisation of the supermarkets' 
supply bases was indicated as a factor that produces cost savings for the supermarkets and 
problems for those suppliers that get rationalised. 
"... there is still a lot of rationalisation going on at the moment which is causing all 
sorts of problems for packers because they don't know whether they have got x pounds 
worth of business or whether they have got none at all... " 
A second aspect that Respondent E highlighted as important for the evolution of the 
relationship with supermarket customers was the nature of the product that the supplier offers 
to the supermarket. The nature of the product and its low consumer appeal is identified as 
another factor that characterises the context of the relationship. 
"... we were very much into what I call the more novelty side of what Retailer A offered 
as opposed to the volume lines ... it's a point to be born in mind, you must always look at the mix that You have got in terms of the customers you are supplying " 
5.7.3.2 Relationship Oualitv 
The survey responses (Table 5.5) suggest that the relationship prior the dissolution contained 
both positive and negative attributes. Supplier E was usually responding quickly to the 
customer's demands, they had developed new products exclusively for the customer and they 
had invested in processing capacity specifically for the customer. These three statements 
suggest that the supplier had made contributions to the relationship. During the interview it 
became apparent that Supplier E had invested in facilities but it is not obvious whether the 
investment was exclusive for the customer. Respondent E indicated that it was difficult for 
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them to innovate given the commodity nature of the product but it seems that they were 
providing new lines to Retailer A which were not exclusive to thern. There is also evidence 
that Supplier E was complying with Retailer A's demands. 
Table 5.5- Survey Response (Relationship Quality) for Case No. 5 
Strongly 
Neither Strongly 
disagree Disagree agree nor 
Agree 
agree disagree 
The writing was on the wall for some time before we lost this account ýI Lj 11 LI 
We did not expect our relationship with this customer to deteriorate El L 
as quickly as it did 
We did everything we could to prevent the loss of this account El 
This customer invested considerable time and effort in developing a LI 
reiationship with us before thing started to go wrong 
.... ..... ...... ........................ ...... 
This customer was not always honest with us LI LJ v/ LI 
... ..... ... .. We thought this customer was looking out for our interests and was LI F1 
not only concerned about meeting its own objectives at our expense 
We had good personal relationships with this customer for most of LI LI 
the time 
We usually responded quickly to this customer's demands 
... ..... .... ... ............ ..... We made investments in processing capacity specifically for this 
customer 
......... . ..................... -. - ............ .. ... 
We developed new products exclusively for this customer LI U 
When we had disagreements with this customer they were usually El V 
resolved in a mutually satisfactory way 
There were few occasions when we had face to face meetings with LI LI 11 
this customer to discuss important issues 
.......... I. - --- 11 - This customer usually shared information with us when we asked for LI 
it 
This customer would have had little difficulty in replacing us 11 11 1-1 1/ 
This customer was one of those we would have described as a 'key F1 F1 LI 
Customer' 
... .... ................ ...... --l-1-1. ............ ..... .... . .... . .... . ......... . ........ We had little difficulty in replacing the lost business with this LI 
customer 
Moreover, the survey responses suggest that a good personal relationship existed between 
individuals from the two organisations but Respondent E neither agreed nor disagreed with 
the view that disagreements were usually resolved in a mutually satisfactory way. In addition, 
Respondent E suggested that there were many meetings with Retailer A to discuss important 
issues and neither agreed nor disagreed with the view that the customer shared information 
with them when they asked for it. The responses indicate that there was positive interaction 
between the two parties and a combination of closeness and distance between individuals. 
During the interview it became evident that there was positive interaction between people at 
various organisational levels. It also became evident that during certain incidents the customer 
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was not willing to accept a lower quality product from the supplier. However, Respondent E 
indicated that some disagreements were resolved in a good way. During the discussion it was 
indicated that there were many meetings and lots of interaction between the two parties. It was 
also observed that the buyers were not always open to the supplier and this possibly explains 
the survey response. 
In addition, in the survey Respondent E suggested that Retailer A did not invest considerable 
time and effort in developing the relationship with them before things started to go wrong. 
During the discussion it was indicated that there was not frequent interaction at the senior 
management level given the limited time that the customer had to devote to each supplier and 
probably this explains the survey response. 
On the other hand, in the survey Respondent E suggested that the customer was not always 
honest to them and that the customer was not looking after their interests but it was only 
concerned about meeting its own objectives at their expense. During the interview it became 
apparent that the buyers were not always open towards the supplier. Respondent E also made 
reference to events that demonstrated that the customer was not looking after the supplier's 
interests and this probably explains their survey response. 
Finally, the survey response suggests that Retailer A would have had little difficulty in 
replacing the supplier. This statement reflects whether the customer was depended on the 
supplier and it shows that the supplier was easily replaceable. During the discussion it was 
indicated that Retailer A had more options than they do. It was also stated that all the existing 
suppliers to Retailer A had the capacity to do more business with the customer and therefore it 
could be argued that the customer would not have faced any difficulty to replace the supplier 
given the small amount of business they accounted for. On the other hand, Respondent E 
suggested in the survey that they had difficulty in replacing the lost business with Retailer A. 
During the interview it became apparent that Supplier E would have difficulty in replacing the 
lost business. 
The relationship between Supplier E and Retailer A had positive elements in some dimensions 
whereas it was weak in others. Supplier E accounted for a small part of Retailer A's product 
El business in volume terms. Thus, the importance of Supplier E to Retailer A was weak in 
economic terms compared to their competition as they were supporting a big part of the 
business. At the same time, Retailer A could easily replace the volume of supplies given the 
small magnitude of the exchange, the availability of alternatives and the commodity nature of 
the product offering. 
"We accounted in totalfor the smallest percentage of the product El business ... at the 
end of the day they have a bigger choice, they have more options than we do " 
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It seems therefore that the economic dimension of the relationship was weak given the small 
magnitude of the exchange and the ability of alternative suppliers to offer a more competitive 
price on the basis of their volume. Even though Supplier E was making the effort to offer 
Retailer Aa competitive price the rest of Retailer A's suppliers had the ability to offer even 
more competitive prices as they accounted for a larger part of Retailer A's business. 
"... if we give you more of this particular line could you do a little better offer... " 
The technical dimension of the relationship included certain high quality attributes. It is 
therefore observed that Supplier E's technical performance was good over time. 
"Because what we turned around and did when we could see what was happening, we 
then made it very difficultfor Retailer A to take us out ... ifyou are doing a very goodjob 
and they can't really fault what you are doing then it's got to be more difficult for 
them " 
Although they had faced certain instances where they could not fulfil the quality requirements 
of Retailer A they did manage to satisfy the customer by sourcing from alternative suppliers. 
"... there are times that I can think of, that we had quality issues ... sometimes you find 
that your supply base ... haven't got a particularly good product and you try to work that 
product on their behalf.... but your customer will tend to notice that your quality is not 
quite as good as your competition. Now, in those instances it depends on whether the 
customer is Prepared to work with you, sometimes they are but there are times where 
they are not and you probablyfind that you have got to say to the supplier that we can't 
take your product, you then have to go out in the marketplace and source it .. butyou 
retain your customer's goodwill, which is what it's all about" 
Nevertheless, Supplier E had faced technical drawbacks during a certain period of time. It 
seems that during this incident they did not manage to satisfy Retailer A. 
"... but I think one area where we were weak, we had a time when the supply base let us 
down" 
In technical terms it is also observed that Supplier E had devoted time and effort in 
monitoring how they operated and served their customers. 
"... where your ranking is with the customers that you are dealing with in terms of 
service levels, supply level or whatever it is and that's one way in sort of monitoring 
how you are performing on a daily basis " 
Even more they were actively managing the relationship in the effort to improve their offering 
in terms of service and price. It therefore seems that Supplier E was trying to satisfy the needs 
of Retailer A in the effort to maintain the relationship. 
" ... every single thing that we are doing... it's always there, now it can either be in the format that they are going to rationalise so it becomes a very critical issue or it is 
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purely managing the account as youflnish the year by what you have got, what are your 
plans, what new things have you got coming up, what are you looking at, if we give you 
more of this particular line could you do a little better offer or it might be looking at the 
packing material but that's part of managing the account on a year by year basis ... they 
are always looking for something new or it is about You trying to differentiate yourself 
from the competition... ok the multiples are tough, we don't deny that but equally you 
have got to match their sophistication ... when you come to 
do your business ... it is not 
about just going through the door and say look, we need more money because it's this 
and this ... it's too simplistic, they are looking for best value on whatever that perception 
of best value is asfar as they can see it... " 
However, even though they were offering both differentiated and standard product EI to 
Retailer A their ability to innovate was limited due to the commodity nature of the product. 
For this reason they did not have the ability to demonstrate innovativeness, offer the customer 
something new, and develop the relationship. 
"I personally think in terms of being a lead supplier, I think NPD (new product 
development) is critical... with something like product El it is very difficult, I mean we 
often used to sit round the board table and said right what are we doing with new 
products, one of the things you have to realise is like with product E2, is that product 
E2 is product E2, the same with product EI, you are a little bit limited .. innovation was 
very difficult, you might argue the packaging, shape, different pack size, you now have 
different product E2 varieties, you are much more limited in what you can actually do 
with them... " 
Moreover, Supplier E had made investments in processing capacity and new facilities for the 
improvement of their operation. In this way they demonstrated their commitment to Retailer 
A and they were expecting to develop their business with them and improve their price 
competitiveness. Despite the investment Retailer A did not enhance the relationship with 
Supplier E but they were satisfied with the action of Supplier E. 
"At the time we thought the additional capacity with new grading equipment would, if 
we did our job properly, gain us more business, and it showed our commitment to 
Retailer A and wanting to grow the business, scale up the volumes and be more 
competitive. Retailer A gave no undertaking but they were pleased to have the new 
facility " 
The technical dimension of the relationship shows that Supplier E performed reasonably well 
over time and had made the effort to satisfy Retailer A and maintain the relationship. 
Nevertheless, the niche nature of the product made it difficult for them to develop the 
relationship. 
The social dimension of the relationship was good given the frequent and positive interaction 
between individuals from the two organisations at the commercial, technical and senior 
management level. 
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"I would have said a good relationship as far as a relationship can go ... which means 
that you deal with people at different levels in both businesses ... it is a good question 
and I am trying to find the right ... I mean we had good communication, we talked ... at 
my level ... we would talk general principles about how the business is going, how we 
can take the business forward, what do you think the opportunities are, how they are 
doing against the competition, how we are doing against our competition... " 
Moreover, Respondent E acknowledged that the good personal relationship at the commercial 
level was giving them the ability to identify opportunities and respond. 
"... I think in most cases they will help and give advice, if you have got a good 
relationship, not the account management level, not the day to day but one step above 
that .. you will have a conversation once a week about how the market is going, how 
somebody is doing, there was an incident over a supplier, we had to do this, we had to 
do that, whatever and the better that is then the person is likely to slip in on all 
occasions something that ... we need to know that or we need to respond to that ... the day 
to day contact, that's a very important element that's going all the time, at the upper 
level when you don't see them more than probably twice, three times per year anyway " 
Moreover, the good personal relationship at the technical level was giving Supplier E the 
opportunity to know their performance against their competitors. 
"... you have also got their technical teams who maintain standards and all this sort of 
stuff, now they are very good people to cultivate because you will learn a lot from them 
and they are also a very goodfriend because they will say ... supplier x is very good, he is doing an extremely good job but equally they will tell you things that your 
commercial guy wouldn't and it can be a very good source of information ... we have 
good relationships with all the technical departments of the customers that we have " 
For this reason Supplier E perceived the technical people as trustworthy. They also perceived 
the commercial people as trustworthy although they acknowledged that they will not always 
be open towards them. 
"I think when they actually tell you things, in the main, I don't think they lie. They might 
stretch the truth, they might not tell you something but then that's up to you to actually 
understand what you are being told ... when you are discussing things on a commercial level then it's very often what they don't tell you as opposed to what they do tell you but 
that's up to you to glean that information " 
Supplier E was also cultivating the personal relationship at the senior management level and 
there was social interaction outside the working environment. Still, it was suggested that they 
could have invested more effort in the development of the personal relationship at that level 
given the resources their competitors had invested in cultivating the personal relationship at 
the senior management level. 
"I would have said it was good. I think it could have been probably stronger at the 
director level... if I look back now ... I think probably we ought to have put more effort in 
atthatlevel ... we could have done more, if I look at the competition and what they were doing ... you have to really work at actually forming these relationships both at the 
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commercial level, the personal level ... at the director or at any level ... we have taken 
them to a trip or we have taken to something, I mean you never talk business on the day 
but you just have a day which hopefully by talking about the world in general and all 
sorts of things you actually build up a better relationship, you get to know a bit more 
about ... trying toforge a better relationship ... which does not rest on business " 
As such, Supplier E perceived the relationship to have a degree of strength as there was 
communication between them and Retailer A which was enabling them to understand Retailer 
A and their strategy even though they suggested that Retailer A would not talk openly about 
their strategy. 
"... three different levels ... I can get a measure of .. what they are thinking, what is the 
strategy, how they are operating-because you then can compare what your executives 
are telling you ... about the strength of the relationship ... because no organisation is 
going to tell you the strategy that is adoptedfor the next 5 years or the way it's going to 
take its business forward, that's highly commercially sensitive information so what they 
will do is they will tend to put smokescreens up. Now when we were talking about trust 
of individuals, they are employed by that company, there are therefore certain areas 
where they can't go or they have got to put a bit of a front" 
The observation of the social dimension of the relationship suggests that it had a high level of 
quality given the positive and frequent interaction among individuals at different positions. 
Supplier E had also devoted resources in the cultivation of the personal relationship at a senior 
management level in the effort to develop their business with Retailer A. They therefore 
perceived that the relationship was strong given the level of closeness and the good 
communication among individuals. 
5.7.4 Trigger 
The event that triggered the dissolution of the relationship between Supplier E and Retailer A 
was Retailer A's decision to rationalise their product El supply base. This event triggered the 
evaluation of suppliers according to several criteria. 
"... as a result of the meeting and the strategy that is now being adopted by the group, 
we are going to be taking out 1-2-3 suppliers, we would like to see your proposals as to 
how this is going to affect you and how you see the business going forward with 
Retailer A... " 
In the survey, Respondent E indicated that they did everything they could to prevent the loss 
of the account. During the discussion it became apparent that they did try to offer the most 
competitive price they could. It was also stated that they tried over time to satisfy Retailer A's 
requirements and they invested even more effort when they were aware that Retailer A was 
going to rationalise their supply base. 
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5.7.5 Dissolution Process 
The trigger initiated the evaluation of the relationship from Retailer A's perspective. During 
the evaluation period the buyer did not advise Supplier E to reduce their price. However, the 
buyer was communicating to Supplier E that their chances to be retained were limited. As 
such, Retailer A was signalling to Supplier E the ending of the relationship. 
"No, the buyer did not give any advice to reduce the price... we were not surprised, we 
knew we were under pressure from conversations" 
When Retailer A took the decision to rationalise Supplier E, a meeting took place where the 
buyer informed them that they were chosen as they were the smallest supplier within the 
supply base. 
"He said you were the smallest supplier. You couldn't argue with that, all of us had 
capacity " 
It seems therefore that during the evaluation period the weak dimensions of the relationship 
came to the foreground. Supplier E was not able to meet Retailer A's price expectations given 
that they were the smallest supplier in volume terms. Therefore, the factor that determined the 
dissolution of the relationship was the lower quality of the economic dimension of the 
relationship relative to the rest of the supply base. 
"... I think at the end, it just came down to a very hard choice, we were the smallest 
supplier, we have become the smallest supplier .. there was nothing more we could do in 
terms of price, we were not prepared to lose money, because ... we were the smallest 
supplier, therefore we have the lowest volume, therefore we couldn't put as sharp a 
price on the table as somebody who had got three times the volume that we had .. one of 
the disappointing things to us about this whole process ... the service element of what we do ... tends to get left out. They don't recognise it and it does cost money... " 
Additionally, Respondent E acknowledged that the dissolution might have been influenced by 
the company's structure as well as a particular performance failure incident. Therefore, it 
seems that the trigger revealed further weak economic and technical quality attributes of the 
relationship. Supplier E had a packer structure as opposed to a grower-packer structure and 
they believed that the packer structure could have influenced Retailer A's decision. This was 
because the packer structure was not as efficient as the grower-packer structure. 
"There might have been an issue there about what we would call grower-packers as 
opposed to just packers. There are some customers ... who like to have their supplier 
who is not just in the marketplace procuring from wherever for his product but he 
actually grows quite a bit by himself .. if you had a packer of anything if they have their 
own growing base then there is a more vertically integrated supply chain and there is a 
belief that ... you are taking a profit centre out too whereas somebody who actually doesn't have a growing base has got to go out and procure, now within that 
procurement price is going to be a profit for the supplier .. I don't think actually that's 
true but that doesn't matter, there is that view... " 
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They also suggested that the technical fault that had occurred some time in the past could have 
influenced Retailer A's decision. 
"... one area where we were weak, we had a time when the supply base let us down, we 
would substitute ie we used something very close to it ... and the communication on that 
substitution to the supplier was not always as good as it should be ... and I think that we 
could have done a better job from that point of view ... because what the customerfelt if he saw a substitution he hadn't been told, we are trying to get away with something. It 
wasn't the case but that would be the perception and I think that was an issuefrom what 
I can understand. So, if you like in that respect we were not as good as we should have 
been... " 
Nevertheless, Respondent E suggested that the main reason for the loss of the account was the 
fact that they were not able to meet Retailer A's financial expectations. 
Supplier E was not able to grow their volume with Retailer A over time compared to the rest 
of the supply base as they were mainly supplying a low selling line to Retailer A relative to 
their competitors. They perceived that the nature of the product played a significant role in the 
evolution of the relationship and influenced the dissolution. 
"7hey managed to secure more volume over time ... we were very much into what I call 
the more novelty side of what Retailer A offered as opposed to the volume lines. And 
what they did was to play the volume lines off against the more special lines. Now 
whether you call thatfair or not that is another matter .. it's a point to be born in mind, 
you must always look at the mLx that you have got in terms of the customers you are 
supplying " 
However, the nature of the product they were supplying to Retailer A as well as the way their 
relationship with Retailer A evolved over the years was influenced by an event that happened 
some time in the past. Supplier E was supplying both standard and niche product El to 
Retailer A. But at some point in time their grower made an agreement with Retailer A to 
supply them with cheaper standard product El. As such, Supplier E ended up with the niche 
lines. 
"... I must admit we have fallen in a certain strategy at Retailer A's suggestion or they 
have agreed and .. we ended up 
being a loser .. what they then turned and said was well, look-Supplier E .. are too expensive ... they ended up with the volume lines, straight lines, which was very good business because it was straight you could get on with it, 
you didn't have the level of management in there and so on whereas we were in the 
other end, it's a point to be born in mind you must always look at the mix that you have 
got in terms of the customers you are supplying... " 
It is therefore observed that this event influenced the evolution of the relationship since 
Supplier E was not able to prevent it and they ended up being responsible for a lower selling 
product line. This event demonstrates the importance of price to Retailer A. 
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Although the low quality attributes of the relationship determined the dissolution there is no 
indication that the high quality attributes tried to prevent the dissolution of the relationship. 
Respondent E suggested that even if they had cultivated more the personal relationship with 
the senior director of the produce department that would not have saved the relationship. 
Moreover, they proposed that the good personal relationship may make the choice of the 
supplier to be rationalised. more difficult but it is not able to prevent the dissolution as the 
customer's evaluation is based on price and performance criteria. 
"I think at the director level, well I would like to think that the relationship actually was 
good but ifyou have got a strategy put in place by Retailer A's board which says we are 
going to rationalise then at some point they have got some decisions to make, you might 
have a good relationship with all of them in which case the director has got a hard 
choice to make but it will come down to performance and price at the end of the day... " 
Nevertheless, the technical quality of the relationship might have played a preventing role 
towards the dissolution as it was argued that Retailer A nýiight have had difficulty in choosing 
which supplier to rationalise when they were evaluating the supply base. 
"... if you are doing a very goodjob and they can't reallyfault what you are doing then 
it's got to be more difficultfor them ... I think at the end, itjust came down to a very hard 
choice... " 
Still, the technical dimension of the relationship did not have the ability to counteract the fact 
that Supplier E could not meet Retailer A's price expectations. 
Although Supplier E was not able to take any actions and prevent the dissolution they did 
manage to extent the relationship with Retailer A beyond the normal level. They perceived 
that they would not have been able to secure this extension unless they had a good 
relationship with Retailer A. 
"... once they have made the decision then it's done, I mean you try to recover what you 
can if you can and again we are now going back to the relationship ... we have 
contractedwith certain growers for product El therefore wouldyou atleastallow us to 
supply until the end of the season and they said yes ... if you didn't again have a good 
relationship I don't think you would have secured that because the other thing that you 
can do is that the person who actually takes on the supply can then take the product El 
ftom the suppliers that you had... " 
5.7.6 Aftermath 
In hindsight Respondent E acknowledged that they could have taken actions to control their 
position within Retailer A's supply base and avoid the event that took place and influenced 
the evolution of the relationship with the customer. 
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"We were gutted at the time and angry .... but we should have had a greater awareness 
of the potential risks; one could say we were a bit naive ... it could have been controlled 
with hindsight" 
5.7.7 Conclusion 
The case mainly indicates the importance of price in the maintenance of the relationship in 
commodity product areas. It also highlights the importance of the management and cultivation 
of personal relationships for the development of the business relationship but it demonstrates 
that the good personal relationship does not have the ability to prevent the dissolution when 
the supplier is not able to meet the key organisational objectives of the customer. The case 
also highlights how the nature of the product can influence the evolution of the relationship. 
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5.8 CASE No. 6a (Supplier F) 
There are two cases relating to Supplier F. 
5.8.1 Company Background 
Supplier F began life as a small family business with a long history in the product F1 sector 
whereas at some time they started operating in the product F2 sector. Their customer base 
involved some UK retailers which were served out of one site. Nowadays they are supplying 
fewer supermarket customers and other customers which do not belong to the retail sector. 
The interviewee was the General Manager, subsequently referred to as Respondent F. 
5.8.2 The Customer 
The customer involved in the dissolution process was identified as a key customer and the two 
parties have had a relationship for some years. In the survey, the interviewee described a key 
customer for their business as one who "contributes a significant proportion of their sales 
revenue". This demonstrates that the specific customer was important to them in economic 
terms. It also shows a short-term orientation due to their small size and high level of 
dependence on few customers. 
5.83 The Context of the Relationship 
5.8.3.1 Business Environment 
The changing structure of the food retail industry was reflected in the difference between the 
number of supermarket customers Supplier F used to supply in 2000 and the number of 
supermarket customers they supply nowadays. Respondent F explained how the supermarkets 
have moved towards fewer suppliers and gained cost savings from the rationalisation. 
One more change in the context that surrounded the relationship between Supplier F and 
Retailer A was identified during the story telling. This time it was observed that the 
competition within the product F2 industry started to increase as a new company entered the 
market and other companies were getting bigger. 
"... SupplierYl I think is really the big one, he must have started producing some years 
ago and very, very quickly we lost out because he is... very big... " 
5.8.3.2 Relationship Quality 
The survey responses (Table 5.6) suggest that the relationship contained both positive and 
negative attributes. Respondent F suggested that they usually responded quickly to Retailer 
A's demands. They suggested that they had developed new products exclusively for the 
customer and they neither agreed nor disagreed with the view that they had invested in 
processing capacity specifically for Retailer A. These statements demonstrate that the supplier 
had made contributions to the relationship. During the interview it became evident that 
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Supplier F was complying with Retailer A's demands (eg new product development- 
packaging, specific investments in facilities). Given the information, they had developed new 
products-packaging exclusively for Retailer A and they had invested in facilities specifically 
for Retailer A. 
Table 5.6 - Survey Response (Relationship Quality) for Case No. 6 
Strongl Neither Strongly Y Disagree agree nor Agree disagree disagree agree 
The writing was on the wall for some time before we lost this account 
We did not expect our relationship with this customer to deteriorate LI 
as quickly as it did 
We did everything we could to prevent the loss of this account LI V/ 
This customer invested considerable time and effort in developing a 
relationship with us beforethings started to go wrong 
This customer was not always honest with us V/ 
We thought this customer was looking out for our interests and was F V/ L 
not only concerned about meeting its own objectives at our expense 
We had good personal relationships with this customer for most of LI 
the time 
....... .... .... . ... .... We usually responded quickly to this customer's demands 
We made investments in processing capacity specifically for this 
customer 
We developed new products exclusively for this customer LI 
------------ When we had disagreements with this customer they were usually 
resolved in a mutually satisfactory way 
There were few occasions when we had face to face meetings with V/ this customer to discuss important issues 
---- ------- ------ This customer usually shared information with us when we asked for LI FI it 
This customer would have had little difficulty in replacing us LI El 
This customer was one of those we would have described as a 'key F1 F1 Lj 
Customer' 
We had little difficulty in replacing the lost business with this 
customer 
In the survey, Respondent F neither agreed nor disagreed with the view that they had good 
personal relationships with Retailer A for most of the time and that disagreements were not 
usually resolved in a mutually satisfactory way. Moreover, in the survey it was suggested that 
Retailer A usually shared information with them when they asked for it but there were few 
meetings to discuss important issues. The responses indicate that there was not positive 
interaction between individuals and a degree of distance existed between the parties. 
During the discussion it was suggested that they used to have a good personal relationship 
with the technical manager of Retailer A before the technical manager was changed. They 
V1, 
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also used to have a good personal relationship with the buyer before the buyer was changed. It 
was also observed that before the change of the technical manager Supplier F used to 
communicate very often with the previous technical manager and the buyer and there was 
face-to-face interaction between the two parties occasionally. In the discussion Respondent F 
acknowledged that when disagreements occurred they were not resolved satisfactory for none 
of the parties. Supplier F was not satisfied with the fine they were receiving in case of a 
rejection and Retailer A was unsatisfied if they did not have the supplies to meet their needs. 
The difference between the survey and the interview responses indicate the way things 
changed after the change of the technologist. 
Moreover, in the survey it was suggested that Retailer A had not invested considerable time 
and effort in developing the relationship with them before things started to go wrong. During 
the interview Respondent F indicated that although they received the help of the technical 
manager when they were buying the facilities to meet Retailer A's technical requirements they 
did not perceive it was considerable time and effort. 
In the survey, it was also suggested that Retailer A was not always honest with Supplier F. In 
the discussion it was suggested that before the change of the technical manager Supplier F 
perceived Retailer A as open and honest towards them. In the survey, Respondent F neither 
agreed nor disagreed with the view that Retailer A was looking after their interests and was 
not always concerned about meeting their own objectives at their expense. During the 
discussion it was indicated that Retailer A is not concerned about their suppliers given that 
they are trying to push all the costs to the suppliers and they do not compensate enough in 
return. 
Finally, in the survey it was suggested that Retailer A would have had little difficulty in 
replacing them. During the interview Respondent F acknowledged that Retailer A could easily 
rationalise them from the supply base although before the new competitor was introduced in 
the base they used to be an important supplier for Retailer A. Moreover, the fact that they had 
invested in increasing the size of their business some time ago indicates that they knew they 
were in a vulnerable position against the rest of Retailer A's suppliers. In the survey, 
Respondent F indicated that they would have had difficulty replacing Retailer A. During the 
interview it was indicated that if they lost Retailer A then they would not have a marketplace 
for their produce. However, they managed to direct their volume to Supplier Y3. Despite that 
they indicated that the profitability of the company has decreased. 
The examination of the relationship between Supplier F and Retailer A shows that the 
relationship became weaker over time influenced by changing market forces. The weakening 
path of the relationship is described below. 
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During the life of the relationship Supplier F was an important seasonal supplier to Retailer A. 
Supplier F was supplying product F2 early in the season and Retailer A wanted the seasonal 
product. It is therefore observed that Supplier F had a strong position within the product F2 
supply base and economic importance to Retailer A during certain times of the year. 
"... we are not such a big grower but we are very big in seasonal growing ... we pack for Grower YI ... so one time when we had this good relationship, Grower Y1 was the best 
product on the market .. the earliest product on the market and people used to come to 
us, it was very easy to sell his product because they wanted it because he grew out of 
season so Retailer A wanted English product first so they used to come to us so I think 
that's why we had a good relationship, we were very strong supplier at that time... " 
However, Supplier F's position weakened when a new company entered Retailer A's supply 
base. 
"... I suppose the real % drop was Supplier YI ... 
he is so big... " 
The economic dimension of the relationship shows that Supplier F used to be an important 
seasonal supplier to Retailer A as they needed the volume Supplier F was providing at that 
period of time. So, there was an important economic incentive for Retailer A to maintain the 
relationship. However, the position of Supplier F within Retailer A's supply base weakened as 
soon as another company entered the supply base with their offering. Moreover, it is observed 
that Supplier F had a weak position relative to the rest of Retailer A's supply base given their 
small size. Thus, Supplier F's economic importance weakened when the new competitor came 
in and at the same time their economic importance was weak relative to the rest of Retailer 
A's supply base. 
"... we have Supplier YI who are a big grower, we have other suppliers who are very 
big and we are ... very small ... Retailer A cannot afford to lose Supplier Y3 because they 
are so big... " 
The observation of the technical dimension of the relationship shows that Supplier F's 
performance over time was good with rare technical mistakes. 
"... because we were so small, I would say there is that much more attention... " 
Supplier F was also working together with Retailer A for the introduction of new 
developments within the product F2 area. It seems therefore that Supplier F was investing in 
new facilities specifically for Retailer A and offering Retailer A the ability to make new 
developments. The collective work was enabling Retailer A to take costs out of the category 
as well as develop new products (packaging) for the improvement of their product offering. 
"... we did a lot of work with Retailer A, new developments in the industry (new 
packaging), they liked us because we were small and because they could deal with us 
and we were very adaptable and we could try things for them ... we had a very 
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favourable relationship with Retailer A ... we would be talking to them all the time about 
new technologies ... and basically we worked in close conjunction with them at all times for that... " 
Although Supplier F was adapting to Retailer A's requests, they were investing in new 
facilities specifically for Retailer A and trying new things for them it is observed that Retailer 
A was able to use other suppliers as well for the introduction of new developments and the 
improvement of their offering in store. 
"... they do now I think, I don't know (before) ... they certainly do with Supplier Y3 and I 
think they must do with other suppliers as well" 
As such, Supplier F was not unique in helping Retailer A to improve their economic benefits 
by taking costs out of their operation or by increasing their sales. Nevertheless, it seems that 
Retailer A was satisfied with what Supplier F was doing for them over time. 
Respondent F perceived their relationship with Retailer A to be close compared to the 
relationship they had with other customers. It is therefore observed that Supplier F's economic 
importance was contributing to the positive and frequent social interaction between the two 
parties. 
"It was different to most .. because we were close ... I think that's why we had a good 
relationship, we were very strong supplier at that time ... before, the previous 
technologist used to communicate with my technical manager very often ... in the good 
times the meeting would go that we would talk about the next year and what packaging 
we would be using and what volumes we were doing and where we show opportunities 
for supply ... it was a healthy working relationship... " 
In addition, the personal relationship between individuals was very good particularly at the 
technical level. 
"... at that time, my technical manager and the technologist .... had very good working 
relationships and we spoke every day on the phone to the buyer .. the buyer was ok, I 
wouldn't ever say the buyer was nice, just a working relationship, not unfriendly not 
friendly ... the technologist, was always nice ... it was better with the technologist" 
Supplier F also acknowledged that they trusted Retailer A during that time to keep their 
promises. As long as they fulfilled their commitment to Retailer A the relationship was 
working well and they trusted Retailer A most of the time. 
"We build our trust, they would have to come through on promises, certainly ... if YOU 
give them a programme, we pretty much maintained that programme ... I trusted them to be fairly open and honest but when you supply supermarkets you cannot trust the sale at 
all points because if there is no demand they will cut your orders and you are left with 
tonnes of product which you cannot sell and other times when you cannot supply you 
are fined .. but you knew they were going to do it so it was not like they were dishonest 
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about it ... they try to stick to programme, as long as you met your programme you were 
all right really, so yeah, I think I would say we trusted them " 
Still, Respondent F did not perceive Retailer A to be looking after their interests as they 
argued that they do not compensate suppliers enough for the produce and are only interested 
in their own profitability. 
"If they actually caredfor the supplier and the sustainability of supply then they would 
pay a fair price and then that would allow you to reinvest, allow you to pay a good 
wage to your staff .. they are only interested in their own price and their own margin " 
Although the personal relationships between individuals were working very well, at some 
point in time the technologist changed and the relationship immediately became distant. 
"... we had a very good relationship up until the change of buyer and then the change of 
technologist... " 
The observation of the social dimension of the relationship shows that until the change of the 
technologist the personal relationships were working well, especially between the two 
technical managers from the two companies. But when the new technical manager replaced 
the previous one the good personal relationship at the technical level was broken. There was 
no communication between the technical managers at a personal level. At the same time, 
Supplier F was not able to speak to the buyer as soon as the new technical manager came to 
the position. Although the communication between Retailer A and Supplier F was restricted to 
the exchange of emails Supplier F acknowledged that the technical manager was having 
frequent conversations with other suppliers. 
"... it very quickly became clear that we would be frozen out from Retailer A at that 
point ... the other technologist very quickly just did not respond and indeed the buyer did 
not respond, at the time we had an MD ... and he could not speak ... none of his phone 
calls were returned from Retailer A instantly ... everything just came through 
electronically, the buyer just did not speak to us, we were frozen out sort of a thing, it 
was very odd .. the technologist sent emails to everybody yes, but would have been 
talking all the time to other suppliers, I know it ... they have a couple of preferred 
suppliers... " 
During this period of time Supplier F also started to have many more audits on their produce. 
They also had a few rejections which they perceived to be unjustified. 
"... we very quickly had a few rejections that were not really, hand on my heart, really 
have to say there was nothing wrong with our product .. and in that time we had many 
more audits, many more tests, all the time they were looking for our product. -for our tiny volume so it was ridiculous" 
The social dimension of the relationship shows that it had a high quality before the change of 
the personnel particularly at the technical level. However, when the technical manager was 
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replaced the good personal relationship was broken and the social interaction between the two 
parties ceased. Moreover, as soon as the new technical manager came in, the quality of the 
technical dimension of the relationship declined as well. 
5.8.4 Trigger 
The event that triggered the dissolution of the relationship between Supplier F and Retailer A 
was Retailer A's decision to rationalise their product F2 supply base. This event triggered the 
evaluation of the supply base. 
"We used to supply Retailer A with product F2 and... when they rationalised their 
supply ... we lost out" 
In the survey, it was suggested that the writing was on the wall for some time before Supplier 
F lost the account. It was also suggested that they did not expect the relationship to deteriorate 
as quickly as it did. During the interview it was suggested that Supplier F was aware that 
something was wrong in the relationship. Moreover, from Retailer A's actions they knew that 
they were going to be rationalised. This probably explains the response in the first statement. 
In the interview it was also indicated that Supplier F knew that they were in a weak position if 
Retailer A decided to rationalise their product F2 supply base. This view is in contrast to what 
was suggested in the second statement. In the survey, they also suggested that they did 
everything they could to prevent the loss of the account. In the interview it was indicated that 
they took actions to understand what was happening once the rumours came out. They also 
had taken actions some years ago to increase their size and prevent their rationalisation. 
5.8.5 Dissolution Process 
Even though Retailer A took the decision to rationalise their product F2 supply base shortly 
after the change of the technologist, they did not inform Supplier F about their decision. 
However, Supplier F was aware that something was happening from rumours that spread 
throughout the industry. 
"... instead of coming to us and saying we are rationalising next year, we are not going 
to take your product, you need to make other arrangements ... they went to their 
preferred supplier, Supplier Y2 and said .. we are not going to deal with Supplier F next 
year, you go and get all of their growers and then we will deal with you instead .. at this 
point we've never been told anything, there were rumours going around the 
industry ... so they have decided .. that they were not going to deal with Supplier F in the 
next year, they had decided andfrom that time no communication... " 
As soon as Supplier F heard the rumours they started to feel uncertain about the future of the 
relationship. They therefore tried to contact the buyer in an effort to understand what was 
happening but the buyer never returned their calls. Some time later on, Supplier F managed to 
arrange a meeting with the buyer. Although they asked the buyer if they were going to be 
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rationalised the buyer refused and instead informed them that their performance was not good. 
Moreover, the two parties started to discuss about the next year's supply arrangement but the 
nature of the discussion was different. 
"... I remember it was a stressful time, we were very worried, we were talking among 
ourselves, we were leaving messages with the buyer, we hear this, can we talk to you 
and the buyer never returned our calls ... we eventually got through to them and had a 
meeting and in the meeting nothing was really mentioned about the fact that they did 
not want us to supply the next year, they just said our performance had not been good 
enough, then ... they were very prescriptive and they were very do this, do that, do this but they weren't interested in what we had to say at all, we gave them our program for 
the following year whereas before they would have looked at it and gone oh, yes, 
volumes, can you supply more here ... this time they just took it and said all right, yeah, 
and itjust instantly changed, it was very strange " 
After the meeting the Retailer A buyer informed Supplier F that they wanted to meet their 
principal grower on his own. This action gave Supplier Fa clear signal about the future of 
their relationship with Retailer A. 
"... essentially, what they then did .. they said right, we are going to meet Grower YI 
now alone so it was obvious but they did not say anything so just dishonest... " 
During the meeting the buyer asked the grower to stop supplying Supplier F and direct his 
volume to Supplier Y2 otherwise Retailer A was not going to take his product anymore. 
.... and actively the Retailer A buyer came to see our principal grower .. and said you 
must now market through Supplier Y2 or we not gonna take your product... they went to 
the grower underneath us ... they sort of went behind and we, because of the rumour .. we heard what was going on and because our main grower also told us... " 
The grower in turn informed Supplier F about what Retailer A had asked him to do and 
therefore Supplier F was certain that they were going to be rationalised. As such, soon after 
that Supplier F tried to secure a customer for their product since they would not have a market 
for their produce if Retailer A rationalised them. They therefore made an agreement with 
Supplier Y3, one of Retailer A's big product F2 suppliers. 
"... so at this point we knew what was going to happen and we ended up making a deal 
with Supplier Y3 ... because we were in a bad position anyway, we felt that we would go 
to them as the best option ... and that was the end so it was very underhand and not a 
nice way to behave because if they would have come to us and said we are rationalising 
our supply base, we would have done what we did with everything else and said ok, we 
will go to Supplier Y3 or Supplier Y2 or somebody and will market through them but 
because they didn't... we could have gone out of business " 
As soon as Supplier Y3 agreed to take Supplier F's product, the relationship between Supplier 
F and Retailer A ended although Supplier F continues to supply Retailer A indirectly through 
Supplier Y3. Nevertheless, the two parties never discussed the dissolution of the relationship. 
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"Never had a discussion since... " 
Even though it could be argued that there were not any actions that Supplier F could have 
performed to prevent the dissolution of the relationship they nevertheless did everything they 
could as a way of reacting to the situation that has arisen. They therefore tried to contact the 
Retailer A buyer and learn about the future of the relationship once the rumours were 
circulated throughout the industry. When they eventually had a meeting with the buyer they 
asked what they could do to improve their operation. At the same time, they were showing the 
buyer all the investments they had made in their business. It seems therefore that Supplier F 
was trying to prove to Retailer A that they were growing their size and becoming bigger. And 
although Retailer A had already made the decision about the future of the relationship, the 
buyer told them that they would come back and inspect their progress. However, that was the 
last conversation that the two parties had. 
"... we were phoning and saying ... what is going on and they came around to that 
meeting and even though they didn't say, the decision had already been made and we 
were saying ... what improvements can we make because we have been over the 
last 
years investing heavily in ourfarm, to make new crops and beautiful, the farm is much 
better now .... so we were showing them what we were 
doing, we were saying ... 
by this 
time we will be x tonnes, by this time we will be y tonnes, we have new traceability 
software and the pack house and I took them around and I said .. we 
have a new 
machine arriving for product F2, our storage is good, we chill everything, I was 
showing them that we were moving forwards ... and they were 
like ok, we will put 
together an action plan, the buyer said I will come ... and check that you have done all 
these things that you are promising that you will be doing ... in the meantime all these 
things happened and they never came and checked" 
Following the course of events it seems that Retailer A decided to rationalise their product F2 
area since Supplier F was a very small supplier within the supply base. Retailer A could not 
justify the cost of the direct supply arrangement and maintain the relationship with Supplier F 
as they had security of supply given that they had introduced one more big supplier in their 
base. Although Supplier F was an important seasonal supplier to Retailer A their position 
within Retailer A's supply base was weak as they were a small supplier compared to the rest 
of the supply base. More importantly, Supplier Ps position weakened even more when a new 
company entered Retailer A's supply base. Therefore, Supplier F's weak position within 
Retailer A's supply base could not act as a barrier but on the contrary it became the reason 
that dissolved the relationship since Retailer A could reduce their costs by rationalising 
Supplier F. 
"... they could have said you are too small, we cannot deal direct with you anymore, you 
are not a big enough supplier, you need to go to somebody else and we could have done 
it, we would have done it, we had no choice, we would have said ok, fine, we would go 
to another supplier... " 
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However, although Supplier F suggested that the reason for losing Retailer A was their small 
size, they also acknowledged that the change of the technical manager was also a factor that 
influenced the dissolution of the relationship. Their perception was that when Retailer A 
decided to rationalise they were the ones considered first for the rationalisation because the 
new technical manager and the buyer had their favourite suppliers and they did not have a 
relationship with the two individuals. 
"... and a new technologist came in and then the team together very young, very 
arrogant, we had no relationship with either and so therefore there was no relationship 
so when they came to rationalise the supply base we were the first to go, there was no 
relationship there, so it did have an effect yes ... I would say this was the deciding factor but the actual reason, the core reason was rationalisation" 
Bearing in mind the course of events it can be argued that the new technical manager and the 
buyer had a better relationship with the rest of the supply base since they were dependent on 
their supplies. Therefore, it could be suggested that the good relationship that existed between 
individuals from Retailer A and their key suppliers and the lack of a relationship between 
Supplier F and Retailer A did not have an influence on the dissolution. The small size of 
Supplier F was what determined the dissolution of the relationship. Supplier F was not able to 
meet Retailer A's expectations in terms of volume and therefore their economic importance 
was lower compared to the rest of the supplier relationships. 
It seems therefore that the good relationship between Retailer A's personnel and their 
preferred suppliers could not have influenced the dissolution as Retailer A could not afford to 
operate without these suppliers and this was the reason that they were their preferred ones. 
This argument is supported by the fact that Supplier F acknowledged that they also had a good 
relationship with Retailer A because they used to be an important supplier to them for some 
time and the fact that they were expecting their rationalisation to happen. 
"... I think that's why we had a good relationship, we were very strong supplier at that 
time ... well, supermarkets are always rationalising their supply basis so ... we knew at that point, some years ago ... we knew that we had to change the way we worked to move 
with the industry ... even though we didn't know what Retailer A were going to do, we knew the way the industry was going, we were preparing, we needed to get bigger .. so 
we were more important so we wouldn't lose our market share and we were still be 
important to Retailer A so yes, we knew it was coming... OP 
Nevertheless, it is also observed that to Supplier F's perception, the new technologist and the 
buyer got personally involved in undermining them as a company. Supplier F therefore argued 
that the buyer and the technologist acted against them whereas they could have been open 
about the fact that Retailer A could not deal direct with them anymore and they had to make 
an arrangement with one of their suppliers and continue the supply to Retailer A indirectly. 
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11 ... but it's the fact that they got personally involved, the buyer and the technologist 
and ... they actively went to try and get awayfrom Supplier F, went somewhere else and for this reason I will neverforgive them ... it is a terrible thing ... because it's nothing to do with them, they should say we are not dealing with you anymore, you go to one of 
our suppliers ... so not very nice people ... it was not open and honest at all... " 
It also seems that the product rejections that Supplier F faced during this period were 
connected with Retailer A's decision to rationalise them. Once more Supplier F argued that 
the buyer and the technologist took these actions in order to justify their decision to rationalise 
them. Still, Supplier F acknowledged that the decision to rationalise them was justified and 
therefore these actions were not necessary. 
"I think really they wanted to cover their backs and make sure that they couldjust kick 
us out without any argument at all ... they can do that anyway so I 
don't know why they 
had to it that way, it was so silly... " 
5.8.6 Aftermath 
During the discussion Respondent F looked back in time and acknowledged that they were 
expecting that Retailer A was going to rationalise their supply base. As they were feeling that 
they were in a vulnerable position relative to the rest of Retailer A's suppliers they had 
invested in growing their size in the effort to become bigger and continue to be an important 
supplier to Retailer A. Although this sensemaking process they went through did not happen 
during the time the dissolution process was taking place, they have nevertheless sensed that 
they were going to be rationalised from Retailer A unless they increased their size. 
"... we knew it was coming, we were obviously too late, we couldn't get big enough 
quick enough, because we have limitedfunds because we are afamily business so we 
just tried all the time to get bigger in the right way " 
Looking back Respondent F suggested that they could not have done anything differently that 
would have enabled them to prevent the dissolution of the relationship. Although they did take 
actions to increase their size and become bigger they did not have the ability to meet the size 
of the rest of Retailer A's suppliers. 
However, they argued that Retailer A could have behaved differently towards them during the 
dissolution process. It was therefore suggested that Retailer A could have been open and 
honest about their decision not to deal direct with them anymore instead of trying to hurt them 
as a company. They also argued that they have now learned that they are too small to ever 
supply a supermarket customer direct. 
"... I think we must have more bows to our string ... we must have more customers ... I don't think we will ever supply a supermarket directly, I actually now, one of the lessons 
that I have learned is that ... I expect to not supply Retailer C directly in the next two 
years, I expect them to turn around and say you need to market through someone else. 
172 
Supermarkets, unfortunately, they are judged on their profits and if they can push 
supply, the cost out, then great" 
Finally, Supplier F acknowledged that they now need to continue to increase their size of 
business so as to become important to Supplier Y3. 
"... now instead of being important to Retailer A, we have to become important to 
Supplier Y3, we have to be a big supplierfor them so they look after us" 
5.8.7 Conclusion 
The case indicates that Retailer A's decision to rationalise their supply base was triggered by a 
change in the competitive environment and the introduction of a new company within their 
base. This probably gave them the opportunity to rationalise without facing disruptions in 
their operation. 
The change in the competitive environment that is the introduction of a new company in 
Retailer A's supply base also weakened even more Supplier Ps already weak position relative 
to alternative suppliers. As such, the lower economic quality of the relationship relative to 
alternative suppliers was what determined the dissolution of the relationship between Supplier 
F and Retailer A and for the same reason it was not possible for the economic quality to act as 
a barrier. Until this point in time Supplier F was an important seasonal supplier but as soon as 
another company was bigger and able to provide the volume as well as help Retailer A lower 
their retail price Supplier F was no longer needed as a direct supplier. 
However, Supplier F also acknowledged that the change of the personnel influenced the 
dissolution because a good relationship existed between individuals from Retailer A and their 
preferred suppliers and not between them and Retailer A. Although this view has not been 
supported by the case data it is important to let the perception of the supplier to be revealed. 
Moreover, the case indicates that Retailer A chose a different way to rationalise Supplier F 
from the rest of Supplier F's customer base. As Supplier F had been rationalised from other 
customers of theirs due to the fact that they were not a big enough company to supply them 
direct it means that these customers had to make the decision and communicate the ending of 
the direct supply arrangement to them. Although the rest of their customers' base chose to be 
open and honest and communicated directly their decision to rationalise them Retailer A used 
an indirect method of ending the relationship. This behaviour shows that the specific customer 
is not interested about their reputation. 
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5.9 CASE No. 6b (Supplier F) 
5.9.1 The Context of the Relationship 
5.9.1.1 Business Environment 
As Supplier F was telling the story of the dissolution one characteristic of the environment 
within which they operated was identified. They indicated that the product line that they were 
offering to Retailer E was a product that was not able to attract the consumer to the extent that 
they expected. 
"... we felt that this was the future ... and that product F3 were gonna make us all rich because soon everybody would be buying product F3 to eat at lunch time and they don't 
so it didn't and at this point it was still lucrative for Retailer E because they always 
make their margin and the sales do go up but they don't have the cost... " 
5.9.1.2 Relationship Quality 
Supplier F was their sole supplier of product F3 but the sole supply agreement did not make 
Supplier F irreplaceable. Retailer E had the ability to replace Supplier F with alternative 
suppliers for the production of product F3. 
The economic benefits of the relationship to Retailer E were satisfactory. 
"... it was still lucrative for Retailer E because they always make their margin and the 
sales do go up ... the sales were very encouraging" 
However, Supplier F faced high costs for the production of product F3. 
"Often what tended to happen with the Retailer E line was that you were left with a lot 
of packaging at the end of the season and every other year we were stuck with this 
packaging and it was our cost because Retailer E cannot say we are going to sell this 
much, it's down to the public so this was the problem... " 
On the other hand, Supplier F was having difficulty increasing the scale of the production to 
gain economies. As such, they were not able to make a profit from product F3 given the lack 
of sales and the high cost of production. 
"... we have done some work for some companies ... we would be talking to Company Y4 
and .. it is just the fact that the volumes are never big enough ... that was the problem so 
we weren't really making money and we were constantly investing and it was like we 
were waiting for it to take off andfor us to become rich because there was a margin on 
it when it was going but it never materialised ... the sales were very encouraging but 
only for a certain period of time plus the cost that was involved became prohibitively 
expensive so what we needed was economy of scale, we needed sales to really rocket 
and to stay at a level from start to finish and it didn't ... you had these huge peaks and 
troughs ... it was a very difficult business ... very expensive... " 
The observation of the economic dimension of the relationship shows that even though the 
sole supply agreement was not making Supplier F irreplaceable, Retailer E was satisfied with 
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the economic performance of the relationship and they were willing to continue it. On the 
contrary, Supplier F was not satisfied with the economic benefits of the relationship since they 
needed more sales in order to make a profit given the high cost of production. 
The technical dimension of the relationship shows that Supplier F was continuously investing 
specifically for the fulfilment of Retailer E's needs. Retailer E was continuously raising the 
bar of the technical standards and Supplier F was constantly investing in improving their 
operation for the production of product F3 according to Retailer E' requirements. At the same 
time, Retailer E was continuously changing the packaging of the product for the improvement 
of its presentation in store whereas Supplier F was adapting their manufacturing process to fit 
with the production of the new offering. 
"And there were constant new demands, they have a technologist in Retailer E .. who is 
very keen on constant improvements and was never happy, even though we did 
everything the technologist wanted .. the technologist would come with a list of new 
things to do and all the time it was more money, more money and this was our 
profit... the technologist liked to be doing new things and new product development and 
we had a new packaging ... if you have got 15 machines set up to work with this type of 
product and you change the packaging then these machines have to be changed also... " 
The technical dimension of the relationship suggests that it had a high quality given that 
Supplier F was constantly investing in order to satisfy Retailer E's requests. Although these 
investments were fulfilling the customer's needs Retailer E could have found other suppliers 
with the willingness to invest for them. Nevertheless, it could be argued that these investments 
were demonstrating Supplier F's commitment to Retailer E and were contributing to Retailer 
E's satisfaction with the relationship. 
The social dimension of the relationship shows that there was frequent and positive interaction 
between individuals from the two organisations. The two parties were worldng together for 
the development of the product offering and its continuous improvement and therefore a close 
relationship existed between them. 
"With Retailer E because of our close relationship, we both worked on the development 
of the product together, the technologist and the buyer .. it was a joint project .. (the 
relationship was) very open, very honest, we spoke to them an awful lot ... there was 
always communication about products... " 
Although the personal relationships among individuals were working well, the interviewee 
acknowledged that the technologist was dictatorial given the introduction of new products and 
costs over time. 
"The buyer was very nice but was bullied by the technologist and the technologist was 
not a marketer, was not a commercially minded person and introduced costs at every 
stage and was very dictatorial... " 
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For this reason some disagreements had arisen between the two parties which were solved in 
an amicable way although the solution was mainly to Retailer E's satisfaction. 
"I think they were always solved with discussion, in a good way, constructive way but 
generally I would say they went the way of the technologist so if the technologist said 
something eventually it would go, the buyer sometimes would get involved certainly 
with packaging issues, if the technologist wanted to change labels or packaging 
instantly, we would be maybe say well, actually no, let's try andface it in ... 
but it was 
always done in an amicable, nice way, we were not shouting and screaming, they 
weren't telling us off, we wouldjust say could we not do it and they were saying no " 
Moreover, Supplier F perceived Retailer E as loyal to them. This means that they were secure 
about the stability and the future of the relationship. 
. they were loyal to us... " 
5.9.2 Trigger 
The relationship was working well and had high quality attributes for Retailer E. However, 
the economic quality of the relationship was not satisfactory for Supplier F. As the costs of the 
relationship were outweighing the benefits Supplier F had tried several times to avoid making 
some of the investments that Retailer E wanted but without success. At some point in time 
they were again faced with new investment requirements for the improvement of the product 
offering and tried once more to avoid the new investment. 
"... they have said again, another year .. we want you to do this and this and this and we have said it's not really worth it... " 
5.93 Dissolution Process 
Shortly after that a discussion took place within Supplier F about the future of relationship. 
Although the managing director of Supplier F at that point in time wanted to continue 
investing in the Retailer E relationship as he could see future economic benefits, the 
interviewee could not justify the high operating costs of the relationship. They therefore had 
one more conversation with Retailer E where they suggested that they could not afford to 
invest any more. Retailer E informed them that they were thinking of ending the relationship 
and switching the production to another supplier. 
"... I very quickly went is it worth it so I looked at it and I looked all the problems with 
labour, our labour costs were astronomical, our cleaning bills, our material bills and I 
cannot see any way out of this ... at the time ... the MD, I think that he felt that the future 
was still product F3 and I said .. we tried itfor some years, it's not working, they want 
us to do this and this and this because they have said again another year .. we want you to do this and this and this and we have said it's not really worth it and then we went 
back to them, look, let's not do this because we can't really justify more expense and 
they said well, we have been thinking of maybe going to Company Y5 ... I think I was the drivingforce to not doing it... " 
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It is therefore observed that Retailer E decided to end the relationship with Supplier F as they 
felt that they were not able to offer exactly what they wanted. 
"... in the end we were saying we can't do it any more and they were saying well 
actually we would prefer it if it went somewhere else because even though they were 
loyal to us theyfelt that we were not offering exactly what they wanted... " 
It seems that when Supplier F refused to invest Retailer E re-evaluated the relationship with 
them and decided that they did not have the resources to continue to spend for the fulfilment 
of their requirements. 
"... the premises was really a problemfor them, they like to see anew place, they have a 
lot of suppliers with a lot more money who can spend what they want on premises... " 
It seems therefore that Retailer E perceived that Supplier F did not have the resources to keep 
investing in the relationship and they switched the production of product F3 to another 
company who was big enough and could afford to invest. 
"I think the company that has taken it on, they packfor most of the supermarkets ... they do lots of things and essentially they are big enough " 
The relationship ended almost as a mutual decision between the two parties since Supplier F 
acknowledged that Retailer E was more in favour of ending the relationship than they were. 
"It was mutual but really I think it was more them than us but in the end it was 
definitely us, in the end it was like ... there is no point, let's stop and let's do it the right 
way ... we were notforced but sort of mutual decision to stop doing it with a little bit of 
pressurefrom them" 
This is evident from the fact that Supplier F did not want to continue the investment in the 
relationship and not to end the relationship with Retailer E. 
"... but unfortunately we couldn't afford to keep doing that, we could have if the sales 
had been big enough" 
Following the ending process it is observed that Supplier F had tried several times to be 
allowed not to continue the investment to the relationship. Their effort suggests that they had 
tried to improve the econon-dc performance of the relationship to themselves. They have also 
tried to increase their scale by finding more customers for the product but their effort did not 
allow them to gain sufficient economies of scale and improve their economic performance. 
Although their actions cannot be related to restoration actions they show*that they have tried 
to increase their profit and be able to maintain the relationship without harming themselves as 
a company. Moreover, it seems that the MD of Supplier F tried to prevent the evolution of the 
process but the respondent's refusal to continue the investment advanced the process. On the 
other hand, Retailer E had continuous investment requirements and they were not willing to 
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stop improving their product offering. As such, when Supplier F tried once more to avoid the 
new investment expense Retailer E informed them that they were thinking of ending the 
relationship with them. 
It can be concluded that the event that triggered the ending was Supplier F's inability to invest 
in the relationship. This event probably made Retailer E realise that Supplier F was no longer 
able to fulfil their requests. As such, Retailer E re-evaluated the relationship and decided to 
replace Supplier F with a bigger and more equipped supplier, one that was able to meet their 
continuous requirements for the improvement of the product offering. 
Bearing in mind the course of events the case indicates that the benefits derived up to that 
point in time did not have the ability to prevent the dissolution since the relationship was not 
any more in the position to provide the desired benefits for the customer. 
Moreover, Supplier F acknowledged that although Retailer E was loyal to them they felt that 
they were not able to offer them exactly what they wanted. This means that Retailer E could 
not continue to be loyal to them. 
"... even though they were loyal to us they felt that we were not offering exactly what 
they wanted... " 
5.93 Aftermath 
In hindsight Respondent F acknowledged that they could have maintained the relationship 
with Retailer E if they continued to invest in them but they decided that they could not afford 
to. 
"Yes, I could have (done something differently) but I wouldn't want to, we could have 
continued, we could have put more money in and could have tried again and with new 
management and we could have done more for Retailer E but that wouldn't have 
stopped the next year something else happening and some more money being spent, it 
was just never ending so we could have continued but in the end we decided not to" 
Under the circumstances they perceived the dissolution of the relationship as something 
positive for the company and its profitability. 
"... so it was a good thing in the end and in actual fact since we stopped doing this 
product F3 the profitability of this company has gone up because this was a very 
expensive thing so it was a good thing in the end .. it was the right decision, I have no 
regrets" 
5.9.4 Conclusion 
The case indicates that Retailer E was continuously raising the bar in the standards desired 
from Supplier F. As Supplier F did not have the ability to keep responding to Retailer E's 
desired value change, the customer decided to switch to a supplier who could deliver the value 
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over time. In line with the arguments put forward by the value literature, the evolution of the 
relationship is based on the perception of whether the other party can continue to deliver value 
(Beverland & Lockshin, 2003). 
In addition, the case highlights the dark side of close relationships if it is viewed from the 
supplier's perspective. The findings illustrate that the relationship may become a burden 
because the development of the relationship requires investment of resources. This is line with 
Hakansson & Snehota (1995) who have demonstrated the ways that a relationship can become 
a burden for the actors involved. They have suggested that the development of the relationship 
is resource demanding and as mutual expectations increase so does the demands on each 
other's resources. 
The case further indicates that certain factors influenced the evolution of the relationship. The 
nature of the product had an influence as the low consumer demand did not allow Supplier F 
to gain economies of scale. The mismatch between the customer and the supplier could also 
be argued that had an influence. Retailer E was making every effort to improve their product 
offering and satisfy their consumers. Supplier F on the other hand was a small company 
without the resources to adapt continuously to Retailer E's needs. As such, the mismatch 
between the two companies created the set of circumstances that eventually made Retailer E 
decide to end the relationship. 
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5.10 CASE No. 7 (Supplier G) 
5.10.1 Company Background 
Supplier G is a family controlled business which over the years grew and became a well 
established organisation in its area of activity. It sources product GI from various countries 
which are then packed and distributed from their UK site. The interviewee was a Director, 
subsequently referred to as Respondent G. 
5.10.2 The Customer 
The customer involved in the dissolution process was identified as a key customer and the two 
parties have had a relationship for a number of years. In the survey, Respondent G described a 
key customer for their business as one who "gives them the confidence to invest in the long- 
term development of the business". This indicates that the supplier had confidence in the 
future of the specific relationship and a strategic orientation towards the customer. 
5.103 The Context of the Relationship 
5.10.3.1 Business Environment 
The power imbalance between UK supermarket customers and commodity suppliers became 
apparent during the story telling. Respondent G perceives that supermarket customers use 
their power over commodity suppliers for their benefit. On the contrary, commodity suppliers 
do not have the power to defend their position unless they merge and consolidate their 
bargaining power. 
"The supermarkets are such big players ... power is a problem for people who haven't 
got a brand. The supermarkets are growing and the brand manufacturers are growing, 
they wouldn't grow unless the commodity people are squeezed. There is no way to fight, 
people have to merge" 
Likewise, Respondent G made particular reference to the power that individual supermarket 
buyers possess. 
"There isn't an open channel that we can go. There are things at their discretion that 
can be detrimental... the power the buyer has isftightening" 
5.10.3.2 Relationship Ouality 
The survey responses (Table 5.7) suggest that the relationship consisted of both positive and 
negative attributes. In the survey, Respondent G suggested that they usually responded 
quickly to Retailer D's demands. They also neither agreed nor disagreed with the view that 
they invested in processing capacity specifically for the customer and with the view that they 
developed new products exclusively for the customer. The survey responses indicate that 
Supplier G had made some contribution to the relationship. During the interview it was 
indicated that they complied with the customer's demands but did not develop any new 
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products for them. They had invested in the upgrade of their facilities but not to Retailer D's 
request and not specifically for the customer. 
In the survey, they suggested that they did not have good personal relationships with the 
customer for most of the time, that the customer did not share information with them when 
they asked for it and that disagreements were not usually resolved in a mutually satisfactory 
way. However, in the survey it was suggested that there were frequent meetings with the 
customer to discuss important issues. The responses suggest that there was not positive 
interaction between individuals from the two sides and a degree of distance between them. 
Table 5.7 - Survey Response (Relationship Quality) for Case No. 7 
Stro"'y Neither 
disagree Disagree agree nor Agree disagree 
The writing was on the wall for some time before we lost this account LI 
We did not expect our relationship with this customer to deteriorate LI 7 
as quickly as it did 
We did everything we could to prevent the loss of this account 
This customer invested considerable time and effort in developing a 
relationship with us before things started to go wrong 
This customer was not always honest with us 
We thought this customer was looking out for our interests and was F1 F1 Lj not only concerned about meeting its own objectives at our expense 
... ... ..... .... ........ We had good personal relationships with this customer for most of V/ 11 
--... I.., ....... ... ----,,. -- .... ...... .. -- 111.11 1 1. -. 1.1-11 .. 1.., . ... ..... . 111 ý -. - ... ... ...... ..... .-.. ..... .... ............ ...... ............. ..... . ........... ........ . .......... ........ . .. ..... ............ We usually responded quickly to this customer's demands I LI 
We made investments in processing capacity specifically for this LI L1 11 
-customer 
We developed new products exclusively for this customer F LI 
-When 
we had disagreements with this Customer t-hey were -usually ...... ... . .... LI LI 
resolved in a mutually satisfactory way 
. .... . .... . .... . ............... .... . .... ......... - There were few occasions when we had face to face meetings with 
this customer to discuss important issues 
This customer usuallv shared information with us when we asked for 
it 
---------- This customer would have had little difficulty in replacing us LI 
- ........ .... .......... .......... .... -- -.... -... - ........ ................. .... ..... . -. - ..... ...... ... . ...... ............ .... ..... . ..... -.... .. .-.. ... ..... ... ........ ... ....... ........... .......... .......... -.... . ........... . This customer was one of those we would have described as a 'key 
' 
...... . ... . ... ..... .. 
V/ Customer 
We had little difficulty in replacing the lost business with this 
Customer 
During the interview it was indicated that there was positive interaction before the change of 
the buyer but after the change the personal relationship was not working well and the buyer 
was sharing information selectively. Moreover, it was evident that there was interaction 
between the two parties before the buyer changed. The difference between the survey and the 
interview responses indicate the way things changed after the change of the buyer. 
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In the survey, it was suggested that Retailer D did not invest time and effort in developing the 
relationship with them before things started to go wrong. During the discussion it was 
indicated that the relationship was not a partnership and that this word is difficult for 
supermarket customers. This probably explains their survey response. Nevertheless, it was 
indicated that the previous buyer was helpful and supportive and was making the effort to 
improve the relationship for both parties benefit. 
In the survey, Respondent G suggested that Retailer D was not always honest with them. In 
the discussion it was indicated that they always keep things hidden. In the survey, it was 
indicated that Retailer D was looking after their interests and that they were not only 
concerned about meeting their own objectives at their expense. In the discussion it was 
indicated that they felt they were a valued supplier and never felt concerned about the 
relationship before the change of the buyer and this possibly explains their survey response. 
Finally, in the survey it was suggested that Retailer D would have had little difficulty in 
replacing them. In the interview it was indicated that they always feel nervous with the 
supermarkets and that small companies are always vulnerable. In addition, in the survey they 
suggested that they had difficulty in replacing the customer. In the interview it was indicated 
that they managed to replace the lost business by increasing their business with other 
customers but there were profitability consequences and it took time. 
The examination of the relationship between Supplier G and Retailer D before the trigger 
event took place suggests that Supplier G was a bigger supplier to Retailer D in volume terms 
than their competitor, Supplier Z1, was within the product G1 product area. However, 
Supplier G acknowledged that they were not as important to Retailer D as their competitor 
was. 
"We were supplying them with more product GI than Supplier ZI ... and we were not 
that important to them... " 
It is therefore observed that although Supplier G accounted for a larger share of Retailer D's 
product G1 business they did not perceive themselves to be as important to Retailer D as 
Supplier ZI was. It could be argued that Supplier Z1 was more important to Retailer D in 
economic terms as they were a bigger company and was supplying Retailer D with more 
products. This is evident from the fact that Supplier G perceived that the size of the supplier 
organisation is a factor that differentiates suppliers in the eyes of the supermarket customer. 
Their perception is that a small company will always be vulnerable relative to big supplier 
companies. 
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"I actually think that the size of the organisation gives the access to the supermarkets. 
The credibility comes from being a big company, if you are a small company you are 
always going to be vulnerable " 
Still, Respondent G perceived that the price they were offering to Retailer D was competitive. 
It seems therefore that Retailer D was satisfied with the price they were receiving for the 
product G1 supplies. 
"The price I know it was competitive because this was never an issue " 
The observation of the technical dimension of the relationship shows that the performance of 
Supplier G with respect to product quality was also very good over time. Supplier G was 
receiving positive feedback from the technical department of Retailer D about the quality of 
their offering. At the same time, the technical department of Retailer D was informing them 
that their competition was not outperforming them in quality terms. 
"The QC people informed us about quality scores and the competition was not doing 
better than us ... you were the best" 
In addition, Supplier G had made investments for the improvement of their operation. 
Although these investments were not specified by Retailer D and they were not made 
exclusively for them it could be argued that Supplier G was making the effort to satisfy 
Retailer D and all of their customers by improving their service. At the same time, these 
investments were made in the effort of Supplier G to grow their size and improve their 
competitiveness. 
"There was no pressure by them you have got to do this. We had upgraded ourfacilities 
over the last years not because of Retailer D but because we wanted to grow. They said 
don't invest because of us infacilities " 
Although Supplier G had not developed any new products for Retailer D they were adapting 
to Retailer D's needs and they were fulfilling their requests concerning changes in the product 
offering. 
"We didn't do any NPD (new product development). Obviously if they wanted 
something we were doing it, particular packaging, sourcingfrom certain countries" 
The technical dimension of the relationship shows that it had a high quality bearing in mind 
that the technical characteristics of the product offering were good and Supplier G was 
accommodating the needs of Retailer D. Although these attributes did not have the ability to 
make Supplier G difficult to replace given the commodity nature of the product, taking into 
consideration Supplier G's thoughts, Retailer D's satisfaction with their technical performance 
was a necessary requisite for the maintenance of the relationship. 
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"We are alwaysjudged on performance, we are in a commodity business" 
The social interaction between individuals from the two organisations at the commercial and 
technical level was working very well. There was frequent and positive interaction with the 
buyer who was informing Supplier G about Retailer D's needs for the improvement of the 
product GI category. The buyer was also generally helpful when a problem arose. 
"Before the relationship was fine. The store managers came here and the QC people, 
we showed them the business. It was good as much as a relationship with the 
supermarkets can be. There is always tension, price tensions on negotiations. We talked 
frequently with the buyer, openly, the buyer showed the business, was suggesting to 
change sourcing, or gave us ideas, change the packaging. It was fairly good. Every 
buyer is under pressure ... the relationship with the previous buyer was very good, the buyer helped us with problems ... meetings before over important issues 2-3 times per 
year, every other day telephones over minor issues " 
Although the personal relationship with the previous buyer was working very well Supplier G 
had not developed the personal relationship at the senior management level given the lack of 
time to invest in cultivating the personal relationship at that level. At the same time, Supplier 
G acknowledged that they were not as important to Retailer D as their competitor was and for 
this reason the social interaction between them and Retailer D was restricted to a lower 
management level. Therefore, the lack of a personal relationship at the senior management 
level was perceived as a weakness. 
"Perhaps this is a weakness of the company that we tend to keep the relationship with 
the buyer and not with the director .. because we are not good at it ... and there are limited things you can do ... and we were not that important to them. Supplier ZI had 
goodpersonal relationships with them ... I actually think that the size of the organisation 
gives the access to the supermarkets. The credibility comesfrom being a big company. 
If you are a small company, you are always going to be vulnerable. The directors of 
supermarkets deal with certain people and they tend to keep other people at a distance, 
they say that these people are not that important and that relationship will be managed 
by the buyer .. but perhaps the weakness was that there was no social relationship" 
The social dimension of the relationship suggests that it had a high quality given the positive 
interaction between individuals from the two organisations. However, it was observed that 
there was a lack of a close personal relationship at the senior management level compared to 
the close personal relationship that existed between Supplier ZI and the senior management of 
Retailer D. This means that at the personal level the relationship was stronger between 
Supplier ZI and Retailer D. 
Supplier G had a mixed feeling of security and uncertainty about the relationship. On the one 
hand, they felt that they were a valued supplier by Retailer D and the positive feedback they 
were receiving from Retailer D was making them feeling secure about the future of the 
relationship. On the other hand, they felt nervous about the relationship and it was difficult for 
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them to suggest that they trusted Retailer D. This mixed feeling reflects the power imbalance 
between the two parties and the ease with which supermarkets can replace commodity 
suppliers. 
"Whenever we went on a meeting, I neverfelt concerned about the relationship, I was 
receiving good noises from everyone ... trust is difficult to say ... we felt we wouldn't be kicked out, they give a chance to put things right and you felt you were a valued 
supplier .. you are always nervous with supermarkets ... you are never great mates with 
the supermarkets" 
5.10.4 Trigger 
The change of buyer triggered initially a change in the relationship and at the same time it 
initiated the dissolution process. 
"There were not any signs that the new buyer wanted to end the relationship, only 
nervousness but we thought that was the buyer's style. We were naYve, the buyer was 
very career oriented and was dangerous, the buyer wanted to make a mark " 
In the survey, Respondent G suggested that the writing was not on the wall before they lost 
the account. They also suggested that they did not expect the relationship to deteriorate as 
quickly as it did. In the interview it was evident that the buyer's decision was sudden and they 
did not expect to be rationalised from Retailer D. In the survey, they also suggested that they 
did everything they could to prevent the loss of the account. In the interview it was indicated 
that they tried to find a solution to the quality problem they were facing and that they tried to 
develop the relationship with the new buyer. 
5.10.5 Dissolution Process 
The change of buyer triggered the change of the social dimension of the relationship. The new 
buyer broke the good personal relationship that existed between the former buyer and Supplier 
G and the new personal relationship did not manage to evolve. The new buyer was aggressive 
and distant and did not make the effort to build the personal relationship with Supplier G. 
"As soon as the buyer came in... the buyer was very abrupt and was not making an 
attempt to build a relationship. The buyer was trying to get the chance to justify that 
decision 
... we sensed that the new buyer was always aggressive, we were always in the 
wrong " 
On the other hand, a close personal relationship developed between the new buyer and 
Supplier ZI. It is therefore observed that Supplier Z1 was entertaining the new buyer as a 
means of cultivating the personal relationship. 
"We had a problem, the buyer there was being heavily entertained by the competition, 
Supplier ZI " 
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Supplier G tried to develop the personal relationship with the new buyer but their effort did 
not produce any results. Although a sales manager tried to cultivate the personal relationship, 
his effort did not manage to reduce the distance that had emerged. 
"We did try to improve the personal relationship ... and see if we could cultivate that 
relationship and massage the buyer's ego but it didn't work and perhaps the sales 
manager was the wrong man " 
They also invested resources in social activities for the cultivation of the personal relationship 
but it seems that the buyer was not satisfied with the level of entertainment Supplier G 
provided compared to Supplier ZI. 
"The buyer never asked usfor anything but we took the buyer to some events ... and was 
saying things like with other people we do more things and you are trying to get it 
cheap " 
Furthermore, as soon as the new buyer started to manage the product GI category Supplier G 
started to have complaints about the quality of their product in Retailer D. It is therefore 
observed that the quality of the technical dimension of the relationship started to decline 
although the quality of the product offering was good up until that point in time. 
"And the only problem was the complaints when the buyer came in... " 
During the time they were having the quality problem Supplier G discussed with the buyer in 
the effort to have an input into the resolution of the problem. However, the new buyer was not 
willing to help them in the resolution of the quality problem, in contrast to the previous buyer, 
who was helpful when a problem occurred. 
"... the previous buyer helped us with problems but the other person was very selective 
with information. The buyer didn't say you need to improve this and that .. but said it's 
your problem and had no willingness because the buyer had an agenda " 
Nevertheless, Supplier G spent time and effort to identify the cause of the quality problem and 
at the same time they were replacing the lower quality product. Their actions show that they 
were trying to improve the quality of the technical dimension of the relationship and restore 
Retailer D's satisfaction. 
"... we invested in time and effort to find the problem and we will always replace the 
product when there was a problem " 
Some time later on, a meeting took place between the two parties where the new buyer 
informed Supplier G that they had to merge with their competitor or they were going to be 
rationalised. Supplier G in reaction defended themselves but the buyer was not willing to 
change the decision and argued that the quality problem had not been solved. Supplier G 
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suggested that they were trying to identify and resolve the quality problem but the buyer told 
them that this was the final decision, they had to merge with Supplier ZI or they were going 
to be rationalised from the supply base. 
"... the buyer called us up for a meeting and said you either merge or you are out. We 
defended ourselves but the buyer said the store complaints are high. We said we are 
looking at it but the buyer said that's it, you either merge or you are out. The buyer said 
you have some months to consider it" 
Supplier G was given some time to consider the buyer's proposition and during this time they 
discussed with Retailer A about the situation. However, Supplier G was not able to negotiate 
with Retailer A the possibility of merging with Supplier ZI. Retailer A perceived that the joint 
company was going to concentrate on Retailer D and not them. Under the circumstances 
Supplier G decided not to merge with Supplier ZI and informed the Retailer D buyer about 
their decision. This meant that the relationship between Supplier G and Retailer D had come 
to an end. 
"... we didn't spend long thinking about it and we made the decision ... we talked with 
two of our supermarket customers that we were going to lose Retailer D and tried to 
increase the business with them to replace Retailer D ... the buyer never spoke to us 
again, not even thanks" 
Although Supplier G managed to resolve the quality problem shortly before the relationship 
came to an end, the restoration of the technical quality did not change the buyer's decision. 
"We restored the problem ... but it didn't make any difference " 
Moreover, when the technical department of Retailer D learned that the relationship was going 
to end they were surprised about the buyer's decision as they could not understand what 
happened. 
"... the buyer didn't say anything to the QC staff and they couldn't understand what 
happened... " 
Supplier G perceived that the critical event that influenced the process was the change of 
buyer and the connected event that is the close relationship that developed between the new 
buyer and their competitor given the fact that Supplier ZI was cultivating the personal 
relationship whereas Supplier G was not to the same degree. Thus, they perceived that the 
new buyer had an agenda. 
In the light of this, it could be argued that the new buyer wanted to enhance the position of 
Supplier Z1 within Retailer D's supply base and put them in control of the supply base by 
merging them with Supplier G (or by rationalising Supplier G). For this reason Supplier G 
believes that the new buyer did not help them in the resolution of the quality problem in order 
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to justify the decision and proceed with the plan about the restructuring of the product GI 
supply base. 
"The internal excuse that came up was rationalisation but they were very close to 
Supplier ZI ... the buyer tried to merge us with Supplier Z1, we were not kicked out .. we didn't know what was wrong but then we knew, when you know that the other supplier 
is heavily entertaining the buyer... " 
Respondent G argued that they cannot be definite that the close personal relationship between 
the buyer and Supplier Z1 given the buyer's entertainment was the reason behind the buyer's 
decision. 
"You can't know definitely that this was the reason (entertainment) ... the buyer can 
come with many reasons to get you out because quality is pretty subjective. The QC 
people told us that quality was very good at the depot but since the buyer came in we 
started having problems ... and there were a lot of store complaints but was it us or was it something they were doing from the depot to the store? ... there is always a reasonfor 
the buyer to take a decision" 
Taking into consideration the course of events there is no evidence that people played the role 
of the barrier during the ending process. The change of buyer influenced negatively the social 
dimension of the relationship. The new buyer broke the good personal relationship that 
existed whereas the personal relationship with the new buyer did not manage to develop. 
Therefore, the personal aspect of the relationship was not able to prevent the dissolution. On 
the contrary, it seems that the lack of a close personal relationship with the new buyer 
influenced the process. Moreover, the absence of a close personal relationship at the senior 
management level prevented Supplier G from taking action to save the relationship. 
The economic dimension of the relationship did not have the strength to play the role of the 
barrier since Retailer D had the ability to replace Supplier G by directing their volume to the 
rest of the supply base. The technical quality of the relationship did not have the strength to 
play the role of the barrier given the commodity nature of the product. Moreover, as the 
technical aspect of the relationship declined it became the reason for the buyer to justify the 
decision. 
5.10.6 Aftermath 
With the benefit of hindsight Respondent G acknowledged that they could have spent more 
effort in the development of the personal relationship with the senior management of Retailer 
D. 
"Spent more effort at the level above the buyer. The supermarkets try to put aside the 
personal relationships at that level, they want to put the buyer in a free state... " 
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It seems that the lack of a personal relationship at that level prevented Supplier G from 
discussing the buyer's decision with the senior management of Retailer D which would have 
given them a chance to prevent the dissolution of the relationship. 
In addition, Supplier G argued that they could have discussed the situation with Retailer D's 
senior management but they felt that they could not or that their effort would not have made 
any difference. This is because they thought that the senior management would have been as 
corrupted as the buyer was. 
"If I talked with Retailer D and I am not sure if it would have succeeded because you 
don't know where it stops, the behaviour of the buyer may be the same with the 
boss ... but we couldn't complain to the buyer's boss because you don't know where the 
corruption ends... " 
They also acknowledged that they could have provided hospitality to the buyer but they did 
not want to perform this action in the effort to develop the personal relationship. The 
investment in social activities is something that seems not to fit with their company 
philosophy. 
"If I provided hospitality-some of the other retailers don't do that, it is totally 
unacceptable to them to receive hospitality, they have a different style of doing business. 
They all look to keep the relationship business. We might have been ... with hospitality but you didn't want to do it. I am not sure in hindsight to have given money " 
However, they acknowledged that the sales person who tried to cultivate the personal 
relationship with the buyer might have been the wrong person and perhaps this was the reason 
that the relationship failed to develop. 
"... andperhaps the sales manager was the wrong man" 
Having experienced the ending of the Retailer D relationship they also perceive that the power 
that the buyer has may create problems within the relationship and at the same time it makes 
the management of the relationship difficult for the supplier. 
"So the problem is how you manage the buyer .. there is a problem with the power of the buyer" 
Some time after the dissolution of the relationship Supplier G had the opportunity to 
reactivate the relationship with Retailer D. The buyer that replaced the previous one was not 
satisfied with the price the product Gisupply base was offering. As such, the buyer decided to 
invite other product GI suppliers to tender for the business and increase the size of the supply 
base. Although the new buyer was considering Supplier G for the position of the new supplier 
another supplier had made a more competitive offer. The new buyer discussed with Supplier 
G about the offer and Supplier G was willing to match the price in order to reactivate the 
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relationship. Even though the buyer tried to help Supplier G, the buyer had committed to the 
other supplier and Supplier G lost the opportunity to reinitiate the Retailer D relationship. 
"... some time after we were out, we called and spoke with the new buyer who was very 
nice and reassured us that we will be back ... at that time the buyer was not satisfied with 
the price. But the buyer had an offer from another supplier .. the buyer asked us if we 
wanted to give a better price and gave us a chance to match the price. I wanted to bid 
for the business even at that price so that I could be back in but the buyer had in a way 
committed to the other supplier .. but now there is no contact with Retailer D ... whilst 
the buyer was there, there was a chance " 
The opportunity that Supplier G had to reactivate the relationship with Retailer D shows that 
price is of key importance in commodity sectors. It also shows how the personality of the 
buyer may influence the interaction between the two parties. Although Supplier G did not 
manage to reactivate the Retailer D relationship, the personality of the buyer enabled them to 
have a positive interaction and during the time the buyer was managing the product GI 
category they felt they had a chance of restarting the relationship. 
5.10.7 Conclusion 
The case indicates the role that individual buyers can play in the evolution of the business 
relationship. The quality of the social dimension of the relationship changes when the buyer 
changes depending on the personality of the individual. Moreover, bearing in mind Supplier 
G's thoughts, it is observed how individual buyers can make changes within the supply base 
on the basis of a good personal relationship with a supplier. This finding indicates the 
importance of the personal relationship in promoting the continuity of the business 
relationship. 
The case also highlights the importance of cultivating the personal relationship at the senior 
management level which gives the supplier the opportunity to protect the future of the 
business relationship under certain circumstances. The finding is in line with theoretical 
arguments that show the role of personal relationships in the critical phases of the business 
relationship evolution. Halinen & Salmi (2001) identified that good personal relationships 
may play a peace making role and be used for solving crisis situations. 
The case also shows that the relationship could have continued if Retailer A did not prohibit 
Supplier G's merger with Supplier ZI. This finding supports the proposition made in the 
literature which suggests that business relationships may take the form of a burden and limit 
the freedom of actors. Hakansson & Snehota (1995) have noted that most relationships entail 
some form of burden and one of these is the loss of some freedom to act. 
190 
5.11 CASE No. 8 (Supplier H) 
5.11.1 Company Background 
Supplier H was a small company, growing and packing a wide range of fresh produce for a 
number of supermarkets and secondary wholesalers and servicing its customer base from one 
site. The interviewee was the Sales Director, subsequently referred to as Respondent H. 
5.11.2 The Customer 
The customer involved in the dissolution process was identified as a key customer while the 
two parties have had a relationship for a number of years. In the survey, the interviewee 
described a key customer for their business as one who "gives them the confidence to invest 
in the long-term development of the business". This indicates that the supplier had confidence 
in the future of the relationship and a strategic orientation. However, during the interview it 
became apparent that as the years went by Supplier H stopped perceiving Retailer I as reliable 
for the long-term. 
5.11.3 The Context of the Relationship 
5.11.3.1 Business Environment 
The changing food retail industry environment was identified during the interview discussion. 
Respondent H explained how the competition among supermarkets intensified over the years. 
"... during the early '80s a lot of people were making money, they weren't so fiissy on 
specifications, they weren't so hard on price ... but then things changed, there is a lot 
more competition on the high street... " 
Respondent H also indicated how the competition among suppliers to supermarkets intensified 
as more suppliers were added in their sourcing base. 
"... then they started bringing more and more suppliers in... " 
Respondent H also acknowledged the way the supermarkets in general became aggressive as 
the years went by. 
"I think that over the last 10 years the supermarkets have become very, very 
aggressive... " 
Respondent H also explained how traditional English fresh produce products lost their 
importance over time as new crops entered the market and attracted the consumer. 
U... coming into the '90s there were other crops coming in such as this sort of product 
HI ... you've got all sorts of things that were changing within the supermarkets, there 
were sexier vegetables coming in as well than traditional product 112, there 
were ... product H3, there was product HI, there was all sorts coming in, they were 
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occupying shelf space and some of the more traditional English products, like product 
H4 and product H5 were not so important" 
Respondent H further explained how the English supplies lost their seasonality and their 
profitability from cheap imported products. 
"... with the seasons changing and imports coming infrom Europe the shoulders of the 
English season were being frittered away and whereas we used to make money on such 
crops as product H6, latterly we would ride in on the back of the foreign season and 
cheap prices where the foreign suppliers were wanting to clear their crops. This 
happened year after year with product H6, product H7, product H8, etc., the 
supermarkets wanted 365 day production of every product and the seasonality of 
English produce disappeared... " 
The movement of the food retail industry towards rationalised and more efficient supply bases 
was also identified. 
"The supermarkets started rationalising their supply base and rather than make let's 
say four phone calls to product H9 suppliers, they were wanting one phone call to a 
product H9 supplier" 
Moreover, the changing structure of the retail industry was reflected on Respondent H's 
answer in the survey. They indicated that in 2000 they were supplying a number of 
supermarkets whereas they do not supply any of them today. 
5.11.3.2 Relationship Quality 
The survey responses (Table 5.8) suggest that the relationship prior the dissolution contained 
both positive and negative attributes. On the one hand, Supplier H was usually responding 
quickly to the customer's demands, they had developed new products exclusively for the 
customer and they had invested in processing capacity specifically for the customer. These 
three statements capture the supplier's contribution to the relationship. During the interview it 
became apparent that Supplier H developed new products exclusively for the specific 
customer. They had also invested in a product H9 line for the support of Retailer I's business 
but it is not obvious whether this was exclusive to Retailer I. There is also evidence that 
Supplier H was responding quickly to Retailer I's demands. 
Moreover, the survey responses suggest that a good personal relationship existed between 
individuals from the two organisations and that disagreements were usually resolved in a 
mutually satisfactory way. Respondent H also suggested that there were few meetings with 
Retailer I to discuss important issues and they neither agreed nor disagreed with the view that 
Retailer I shared information with them when they asked for it. The responses indicate that 
there was positive interaction between individuals but a degree of distance between them. 
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During the interview it becarne evident that there was positive interaction with the buyers and 
technologists but this depended on the personality of the individual. During the interview L- 
Respondent H suggested that they never argued with Retailer I even when Retailer I was 
wrong. It was also suggested that when a problem arose there was not any nastiness towards 
them. During the discussion it was observed that there were few meetings with Retailer I to 
discuss the future of the relationship. Respondent H also suggested during the discussion that 
they did not receive straight answers when they were asking Retailer I about changes in the 
supply base and this possibly reflects why they neither agreed nor disagreed with the 
statement. At the same time, it became apparent that there was not a lot of communication 
between the two parties. 
Table 5.8 - Survey Response (Relationship Quality) for Case No. 8 
Stron Neither Strongl ýly Disagree agree nor Agree eI disagree disagree agree 
The writing was on the wall for some time before we lost this account 
We did not expect our relationship with this customer to deteriorate 
as quickly as it did 
We did everything we could to prevent the loss of this account 
This customer invested considerable time and effort in developing a V/ 
relationship with us before things started to go wrong 
This customer was not always honest with us 
We thought this customer was looking out for our interests and was 
not_only concerned about rneeting its_pwn objectives at ourexpense 
We had good personal relationships with this customer for most of 
the time 
We usually responded quickly to this customer's demands 
We made investments in processing capacity specifically for this 
customer 
We developed new products exclusively for this customer 
When we had disagreements with this customer they were usually 
resolved in a mutually satisfactory way 
There were few occasions when we had face to face meetings with 
this customer to discuss important issues 
This customer usually shared information with us when we asked for 
It 
This customer would have had little difficulty in replacing us 
This customer was one of those we would have described as a 'key 
customer' 
We had little difficulty in replacing the lost business with this 
Customer 
F 
- 
Li 
------- -- 
In addition, in the survey Respondent H suggested that Retailer I did not invest considerable 
time and effort in developing the relationship with them before things started to go wrong. 
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During the discussion it became evident that Retailer I did not give them the opportunity to 
expand their share of business with them. 
The survey responses also suggest that the customer was not always honest to the supplier and 
Respondent H did not perceive that Retailer I was looking after their interests but it was only 
concerned about meeting its own objectives at their expense. During the interview it became 
apparent that Retailer I's buyers used to be open and honest during the early days but stopped 
being always open and honest to Supplier H as the years went by. At the same time, 
Respondent H perceived that Retailer I was not trustworthy and was not looking after their 
interests during the later days. Moreover, Respondent H indicated that Retailer I was not 
always supporting them as an individual business. 
Finally, the survey response suggests that Retailer I would have had little difficulty in 
replacing Supplier H. This statement reflects whether the customer was depended on the 
supplier and it shows that the supplier was easily replaceable. It became evident during the 
discussion that Retailer I did not have difficulty in trading off one supplier against the other 
on the basis of price and they also did not have difficulty in replacing Supplier H during the 
rationalisation period. On the other hand, Respondent H in the survey suggested that they had 
difficulty in replacing the lost business with Retailer I. During the interview it became 
apparent that Supplier H was not able to replace the lost business with the customer. 
The relationship between Supplier H and Retailer I received the influence of changing forces 
and weakened as the years went by. For this reason the weakening path of the relationship will 
be followed. 
The economic dimension of the relationship between Supplier H and Retailer I shows that 
during the early '80s, Supplier H was a big supplier to Retailer I and they were supplying 
them with a wide range of different fresh produce products. It seems therefore that during 
these days they were an important supplier to Retailer I in economic terms given the high 
magnitude of the exchange, particularly in product H10 and product H9. More importantly, 
during these days the low availability of alternative suppliers was making Retailer I and the 
supermarkets in general to rely on the few suppliers available for their smooth operation. 
"In our days we were very good and we were big ... we were certainly not being used to top up. At one time we were Retailer I's ... largest product HIO and product H9 supplier. We were not small in the '80s... " 
It could therefore be argued that the magnitude of the exchange combined with the low 
availability of alternative sources of supply were making it difficult for Retailer I to replace 
Supplier H without incurring economic losses from not having the products available to sell. 
"... they relied heavily on those people, they took good volumes from those people... " 
194 
It is also observed that the economic benefits of the relationship to Supplier H were very 
good. During these days Supplier H was able to earn a good return and be profitable given the 
economies of scale from producing and delivering large volume of products as well as the 
level of prices they were being paid for the produce. 
"... we did huge volumes, very wide range of crops, we filled lorries and you know, 
early '80s and a lot ofpeople were making money ... they weren't so hard on price ... they 
were good to early '80s, were goodfor most people who had been historically supplying 
the wholesale market" 
The technical dimension of the relationship shows that Supplier H's performance was good 
over time. They felt that they were offering good product quality and service to Retailer 1. 
Moreover, during the early days Retailer I's quality expectations were not that strict. 
"... we didn't have any serious quality issues with Retailer I at any time so there was 
never any nastiness or anything ... and the supermarkets' specifications in the very early days weren't anything like as strict as they are now... " 
Supplier H was also responding to Retailer I's requests and they were doing their best to 
satisfy the requirements of their customer. 
"... and they picked the phone up and said sorry, we've got a problem, can you get hold 
of something and can you do thisfor us ... we will do anything ... they might say ... can you 
get hold of some product H12 for us and they trusted that if we got hold of some product 
H12 that we would pack them properly for them and the presentation will be good and 
the lorry will be there on time so ... we picked up the business here and there and 
everywhere because we were reliable ... we were all right with Retailer I, we were fairly 
comfortable which is a bad thing I suppose, we felt we were doing a goodjob, we never 
had any rejections... " 
It is therefore observed that Supplier H was feeling secure about the relationship as they 
perceived that they were fulfilling Retailer I's quality and service expectations. 
The social dimension of the relationship shows that the personal relationship between 
individuals from the two organisations at the commercial and technical level was working 
very well. 
"I got on quite well with the buyersfor Retailer I, most of them, initially we got on very 
well with the technical people ... the relationship with Retailer I was very good, they 
were very nice to deal with indeed .. they were our best and most consistent customer 
without shed of a doubt" 
During the early days Supplier H also perceived the buyers working for Retailer I as open and 
honest towards them. 
"Initially they were honest .. initially if you are doing sales which I was doing you have 
to trust your customers because you have to work with them " 
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It is observed that during the early '80s the relationship had economic importance to Retailer I 
whereas the technical and social dimension of the relationship had a high quality. However, a 
gradual change in the structure of the food retail sector and the competitive environment 
started to take place as the years went by. 
During the early years, the supermarkets in general and Retailer I in particular, needed their 
suppliers and their growing expertise to support them in their operation and growth. However, 
as soon as the supermarkets and Retailer I moved up the learning curve through the interaction 
with their suppliers, they started to encourage more people to grow the crops and they started 
to introduce new suppliers and competition within their sourcing base. This meant that the 
economic importance of Supplier H to Retailer I was weakening as the availability of 
alternative suppliers to Retailer I was increasing. Following Supplier H's thoughts, as soon as 
the number of growers increased, the technical competence of the growers that existed up 
until this point in time was no longer only their own privilege. 
"A lot more I think than laterally yes (we trusted them), in the early days, I am going 
back into the '80s ... there was a degree of trust, they needed us, they were expanding, 
the supermarkets were becoming more and more popular, building more and more out 
of town sites ... and they actually needed us, they needed .. the growing expertise 
because 
they didn't know an awful lot, I think the farmers ... educated the supermarkets in many 
ways... and the suppliers would take them on the farm to show them what was 
happening ... then from that they started to build up their specifications and they 
then ... could produce their own blueprint which was information gained from the 
growers, create their own specifications and then with that information they could go to 
anybody and say ... I want you to grow product HIO, I want you to grow product H9 ... then they started bringing more and more suppliers in and the more suppliers they had, it gave them far more clout and this is notjust Retailer I, it's all the supermarkets" 
Moreover, as the food retail industry became more and more competitive, Retailer I shifted 
their focus on price as the tool for the maintenance and growth of their market share. This 
consequently meant that Retailer I was demanding lower purchasing prices from Supplier H. 
"... they weren't so fiissy on specifications, they weren't so hard on price, and we had 
some good times but then things changed, there is a lot more competition on the high 
street, they were all looking over each other shoulders, they all want to be retailing 
cheaper, they have pressurefrom their shareholders I guess and that's what happens " 
At the same time, the large number of available suppliers to Retailer I was giving Retailer I 
the opportunity to demand lower prices. 
"... it did (start to change) because the supermarkets got more and more powerful and 
they got more and more production, the more production they've got, the more then 
they were able to squeeze prices ... so therefore, there was competition ... competition isn't a bad thing but the price is got squeezed and squeezed and squeezed... " 
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As such, the ability of Supplier H to offer low purchasing prices to Retailer I became a 
significant criterion for the enhancement or not of the relationship. It seems therefore that 
Retailer I was trading one supplier against the other on the basis of price. Sometimes Supplier 
H was losing part of their volume to other suppliers and other times they were winning some 
volume back on the basis of price. 
"... they started to get harder on price so ... they will pick up the phone and they would 
say look we want a promotion next week and .. we are only going to be paying xp or 
say ... somebody down the road has offered us xp for product 119, you've got to match 
that or you won't be supplying next week ... and then of course, we ringed around and 
say ... what is happening, what's happening and we might 
be told, they just trying it on to 
get the price down ... talking to other suppliers you get a 
feel for what is happening, you 
know there are changes being made ... somebody else might say, my volumes are up 
20% 
and I might say, well, hang on, mine are down this week and we talk about product H9 
and I'd say well ... my volume is up and will say well, you obviously 
done a deal on 
price... " 
It seems therefore that Supplier H was losing gradually their share of business with Retailer I 
as their competitors were using price and various other economic incentives to gain more 
volume. 
"... you just don't know what goes on behind the scenes, you don't know who has 
holidays paid for, you don't know how people buy business but it goes on all the 
time... " 
During this period of time, Retailer I also started to re-structure their supply base. They 
therefore began to require from their suppliers to specialise in certain product areas. This 
meant that Supplier H's volume continued to decline. 
"... in the early days Retailer I will take the range of products that we grew, time and 
half goes by and the supermarkets say, we only want you to do this and we only want 
you to do that and they had dictated to the suppliers right down the line what they 
should be doing and maybe what they should be specialising in ... they will say ... we don't want such and such crop from you next year but could you grow this ... and you 
will have to hope that those crops fitted into your mix ... when you run a farming business ... you've got to consider crop rotation, you've got staffing to consider, you've 
got to consider work 52 weeks of the year because ... it's very difficult to just have staff in the summer and not employ anybody in the winter and because the supermarkets now 
want very high specifications, they want all the infrastructure, with BRC 
standards ... you can't have all those things in place unless you've got a 
52 week of the 
year business " 
The same thing happened with the supplies that were being sourced from abroad. Supplier H 
indicated that as new suppliers entered Retailer I's sourcing base they were left with the 
summer season supplies. This event shows that alternative suppliers were considered as more 
appropriate for the import of products from foreign sources than Supplier H and as such 
Supplier H's share of business continued to decline. 
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"... and they selected the people they wanted to do importing and if they didn't select 
you, we were then just left doing the summer season ... we were the first people to import 
product H8 ... we were doing imported product H7, we were importing product H6 in the 
winter so we were doing importing but itjust didn't ... other people come in" 
It is also observed that during the '90s new crops started to attract the consumer whereas 
traditional English products that Supplier H was offering were becoming less important for 
Retailer I due to their declining demand in the marketplace. This meant that the shelf space of 
traditional products was being reduced and therefore Supplier H was losing their ability to 
increase their share of business with Retailer L 
"... coming into the '90s there were other crops coming in such as this sort of product 
HI and there is only a limited amount of shelf space that the supermarkets will give to 
fresh product, they look to make as much money per square foot as they possibly can, 
that's good business sense and they would probably make more money on a small 
product HI than they were on a big product HII or a big product H6 ... they would 
make more of a margin on small products so you've got all sorts of things that were 
changing within the supermarkets, there were sexier vegetables coming in as well than 
traditional product H2, there were ... product H3, there was product HI, there was all 
sorts coming in, they were occupying shelf space and some of the more traditional 
English products, like product H4 and product H5 were not so important .. Retailer I had to move with the change in consumer eating habits. It would be wrong to put the 
blame solely on the supermarket" 
The technical dimension of the relationship continued to have a high quality in certain product 
areas but it started to decline in others. Supplier H was performing well and they perceived 
that their mistakes were not more or less from the competition. It is also observed that 
Supplier H tried over time not to let Retailer I down and therefore when their produce was not 
meeting the appropriate quality level they would source it from alternative suppliers. It seems 
therefore that they were making the effort to meet the quality expectations of Retailer I and 
satisfy them. 
"... we didn't really have serious problems, no more than anybody else or no less than 
anybody else ... we never had lorry loads back ... but on the whole ... we had a very, very 
good track record with Retailer L.. we tried very hard not to let them down, we might 
buy product in from somebody else and pack it or .. you duck and dive and move 
around, one thing that we've never wanted to do was to let the customer down... " 
However, Supplier H was facing a quality problem on the product HIO crop and after a while 
another supplier was introduced within the supply base. As soon as the new supplier entered 
the product HIO sourcing base, Supplier H lost part of their volume to their competitor. 
Although 
. Supplier H acknowledged that the quality problem was the reason behind the 
decline of their product HIO share of business they also argued that Retailer I might have had 
a preference for the other supplier compared to them. This event shows that the lower product 
quality of Supplier H relative to the competition and/or Retailer I's personal preference or the 
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existence of a better personal relationship between Supplier H's competitor and Retailer I 
compared to them influenced the decline. 
"... if you have a problem with quality the supermarket will only put up with, and 
nowadays they don't put up with it at all, but in those days they would only put up with 
you having a quality issue maybe for I or 2 days and then ... you would always have in 
the back of your mind that they would bring another supplier in because they couldn't 
afford not to have that product on the shelf 52 weeks of the year and ifyou were the sole 
supplier and you had a quality issue with all the leafs of product HIO went yellow or 
something ... you can understand from the supermarket's point of view that they would 
need another supplier .. we then started to share product H10 with another grower and 
our volume started to go down ... 
but we found out that they had brought another 
supplier in, maybe theirface fitted, maybe they liked them better, I don't know why, we 
hadn't let them down, we hadn't had that many problems... " 
In addition, they were having production problems in product H2 since their location was not 
the appropriate one for growing this specific crop. Although there is no indication that this 
quality problematic product area was having an impact on the quality of the technical 
dimension of the relationship to Retailer I it could be argued that Supplier H was having 
difficulty to meet Retailer I's product quality expectations. 
"It was not the right areafor growing product H2 and we hadproduction issues... " 
Moreover, Retailer I was gradually raising the bar in the technical standards required by their 
suppliers and Supplier H over time. This in combination with the lower prices Supplier H was 
being paid for the supplies was having a negative effect on their profitability. 
"... but when everything is going well and people are making money that's fine, it's 
when you start getting prices are squeezed, the specifications are squeezed and one 
thing and another... " 
Nevertheless, Supplier H continued their effort to meet Retailer I's needs. They therefore 
developed new products exclusively for Retailer I during the mid '90s. This means that they 
were once more making the effort to satisfy Retailer I and accommodate their need for 
innovation and new product offerings. At the same time, it could be argued that Supplier H 
was trying to develop their business with Retailer I and improve their own returns. 
"... we did a pre-packed product H13 which we did exclusively for Retailer I on 
fa rm ... and we did product development on product H8 ... and .. we did with them other 
product H6 varieties... " 
Supplier H also invested in a new line for packing product H9 specifically for Retailer I in the 
effort to service the depot of product H9 they had gained. 
"... we've made a huge investment in product H9 and we've made a huge investment in 
the pack house and wefurred up another product H9 line... " 
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It seems therefore that the technical dimension of the relationship continued to have certain 
high quality attributes since Supplier H was offering good quality in certain product areas and 
was making the effort to accommodate the needs of Retailer 1. 
During this period of time, the low technical quality of Supplier H on product HIO relative to 
the competition resulted in their rationalisation. 
"... and at the end of the day the best man won, I mean then Retailer I went to other 
suppliers to get product H10 rather from us, maybe we weren't good enough, I don't 
know ... product HIO was our ownfaultfor not being efficient in our growing " 
Moreover, the production problems they were facing in the product H2 crop made them stop 
growing product H2. 
"Product H2 did not grow well in our location ... we gave up product H2 " 
During this period of time they also decided to cease the production of product H8, product 
H 11 and product H 14 as it was no longer profitable for them to continue their production. 
"Product H8 were stopped by ourselves because they became uneconomical to produce 
and there were numerous other suppliers and prices were poor .. product HII and 
product H. 14 were not profitablefor the grower" 
It seems therefore that Supplier H decided to withdraw from the production of certain 
unprofitable crops with the hope that they will be able to gain more volume on the more 
profitable ones. This event shows the impact that the changing competitive environment had 
on them. They also decided to focus on producing the crops that were best suited to their part 
of the country with the hope that they will gain more volume. This event shows that company 
specific issues also influenced the weakening of the relationship with Retailer I. 
"We stopped supplying some crops due to un-profitability in the hope that profitable 
crops would increase in volume... with some of the other crops we had hoped to trade 
them off in favour of more volume on the crops that were better suited to our part of the 
country " 
However, Supplier H perceived that Retailer I was not reliable for the long-term or 
trustworthy. 
"I don't think that supermarkets are any more or any less trustworthy than any other 
large company such as Company HI, or bank or investment company. It is a sign of the 
times that very few companies look after their suppliers, it is the suppliers who have to 
look after their customers and quite right so ... Retailer I were not totally supportive of 
us as an individual business" 
The social dimension of the relationship was also changing as the years went by. Supplier H 
suggested that most of the Retailer I buyers stopped being open and honest towards them as a 
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result of the changing competitive environment. Moreover, Retailer I along with other 
supermarkets introduced the policy of employee rotation in their buying and technical 
departments. This policy was becoming an obstacle to the development of a close personal 
relationship between individuals from the two organisations. However, the personal 
relationship continued to work well although Supplier H argued that this depended on the 
personality of individuals. 
"Initially they were honest but laterally even if I asked the customer how many 
suppliers have you got ... they wouldn't necessarily give us a straight answer, the 
supermarkets have to keep and hedge their bets all the time, don't they? they were not 
always be absolutely honest with you ... you've got changes of buyers ... they were 1-2 buyers at Retailer I that you know you could sat them down and have a coffee with them 
and they would be completely honest, others wouldn't ... it is totally depended on the buyer at the time, you either going to have a good relationship with them ... another 
thing ... they changed the buyers a lot that they never gave the buyers the opportunity to 
get too close and too friendly with their suppliers because if they did, that wouldn't be 
right so they could use the change of buyer to change tactics or the volumes they've 
bought or to bring in another supplier, there were so many things going on that you 
would never know about ... the buyers would change a lot and you could never sort of have a real rapport .. changes in buyers was a root problem to the long-term development of any one product" 
Supplier H indicated that the technical employees working for Retailer I were being 
supportive when their quality was not meeting the appropriate level rather than rejecting their 
produce. These actions reflected, to Supplier H's perception, the meaning of a "good 
relationship". Nevertheless, it is also observed that the nature of the personal relationship 
depended on the personality of individuals. 
"... there was one quality control with Retailer L.. who was always very fair .. and was 
sort of, I don't think that product H7 is good enough, I think you ought to go back and 
cut another pallet, I don't think that pallet is good enough to send down to the depot 
and be reasonable and also a lot of it is down to Personalities as well within the 
supermarkets ... we had a really, really good relationship, they were very nice to deal 
with ... except that as I say laterally, they had this technologist who really was a little Hitler in my view and Mr Ts view as well ... but 9 times out of 10 certainly the Retailer I 
technologists, by this one particular person, were very nice and they will pick up the 
phone and say ... products H2 were not quite clean enough today, we have taken them in, 
make sure they are cleaner tomorrow and you know, that is a good relationship " 
Within an environment that was continuously changing, the employee turnover policy seems 
to have triggered the further weakening of the relationship for Supplier H. Even though 
Supplier H managed to gain a new depot of product H9 and they invested in a new line 
specifically for the service of this depot, a new buyer decided to give their new depot volume 
to another product H9 supplier. Although the true reason for the loss of the depot cannot be 
identified, Supplier H suggested that the new buyer either had a better personal relationship 
with their competitor or their competitor offered a cheaper price for the supplies. This event 
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shows that the change of buyer triggered the decline of Supplier H's product H9 volume. 
However, the reason that detennined the loss of the volume might have been people or price 
related. 
"... we put in another product H9 line ... and then for no reason the buyer that came in ... decided that probably preferred the other supplier and we lost the depot with 
product H9 ... because the buyer preferred somebody else or they got a cheaper price 
somewhere else or something ... we never got that volume back ... well there were 
reasons, the buyer happened to like the other supplier better, the buyer got on better 
with him than with me which is fair enough, it is personalities ... you just don't know, 
there can be a million reasons, the buyer might have found me slightly 
argumentative... 
Some time later on, Supplier H decided to stop supplying product H9 to Retailer I. The loss of 
volume and the low prices Supplier H was receiving made the production of product H9 not 
profitable. 
"... product H9 was decline in the marketplace and the introduction of another product 
H9 supplier .. we weren't making an awful lot of money, we probably put too many eggs in the product H9 basket because product H9 are very difficult and whether they had 
been very profitable years ago, laterally they weren't and we have made investment in 
machinery which was being underutilised because where we thought we were going to 
be doing more and more volume for Retailer I we actually found that we were doing 
less and less and there was nothing we could do about it, they had brought another 
supplier in " 
It is also observed that despite the fact that Supplier H was accommodating Retailer I's needs 
for the introduction of new product offerings, these offerings were discontinued soon after 
their introduction. It is therefore observed that the change of buyers was influencing the 
introduction and discontinuation of the new product lines offered by Supplier H. However, it 
was indicated that the reason behind the removal of the new products from the stores was the 
inability of the new products to offer economic benefits to Retailer I relative to other crops. It 
seems therefore once more that the changing competitive environment, that is the declining 
demand of traditional fresh produce products, was influencing the relationship as it was 
prohibiting the take off of the new products introduced and was not giving the opportunity to 
Supplier H to increase their volume of business with Retailer 1. 
"... but then new buyers come in with new ideas, a buyer might only be on the chairfor 
six months but they can change everything in six months if they decide that they don't 
want you to do a product or they want you to do a product, one of the buyers who came 
in got us doing baby product H8, that didn't last very long because the buyer left and 
the next buyer that came in didn't want baby product H8 so we got all tooled up to do it 
and we bought the machinery to weigh them and label them and then another buyer 
would come in and won't want that particular product or they decide they can't give it 
enough shelf space, that's another thing you see with these supermarkets, you have to 
remember that coming into the '90s there were other crops coming ... and there is only a limited amount of shelf space that the supermarkets will give to fresh product .. and 
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there are an awful lot of companies making investments on the back of products and 
then suddenly find that products discontinued, they (buyers) might decide they can't 
make enough money doing it" 
However, one product line was discontinued by Supplier H as the change in the production 
standards and the small volume made their production not profitable. The small shelf space 
given to the new products indicates once more the low demand of traditional fresh produce 
products relative to other crops. 
"... but it wasn't very profitable (product H13), it was just about all right but then the 
technologists came down one day and completely changed the way we were doing it and 
packing it and created a lot more wastage for us doing that crop and we couldn't carry 
on doing it, we were losing too much money ... they didn't give it a huge amount of shelf 
space and we were left doing very small volumes and you can't survive on small 
volumes... " 
If the gradual decline of Supplier H's business is followed then it is recognised that the 
changing competitive environment played a significant role in weakening Supplier H's 
position within Retailer I's sourcing base and in weakening Supplier H's profitability. The 
gradual decline of Supplier H's volume of business suggests that price was the main factor 
that could have counteracted the decline. 
"... we got to that stage where we weren't as busy because we were losing some volume 
to other packers, let's say whether they were cheaper on price or whether they were 
buying somebody a more expensive dinner, I don't know ... we weren't doing the volume because the volume would have been sort of quite taken away, not because we were 
doing anything wrong but because there were other suppliers coming in ... there is 
always an economy of scale, if you've got huge volumes going through, you can really 
hold down the price and be cheap, you get caught in the situation where you don't get 
the opportunity to do huge volumes so You don't get the opportunity always to come 
with a cheapest, the most economical price and you get to a sort of that stage and .. it 
tip the scale with us... " 
Supplier H, however, argued that they were not aggressive or proactive enough at the time 
they were losing volume. Still, they argued that their effort would not have changed Retailer 
I's decision to introduce more suppliers in the base. They also acknowledged that they did not 
have the resources to become aggressive and buy their business back given that their volume 
was disappearing. At this point they also argued that they were probably offering the wrong 
range of products to Retailer I as new crops were gaining consumer awareness and the 
traditional products that they were offering were declining in demand. 
"Probably not, no (we didn't try to buy the business back), perhaps we weren't 
aggressive enough but would it have made any difference do you think? I don't know, if 
they have made their mind up to bring another supplier in ... (we were not) aggressive in terms of trying to buy the business, trying to hang on to the business by putting money 
into it which we didn't have because we just watched the volumes disappear by 
then ... we might have been growing the wrong range of products, the products that we 
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were growing were traditional English fresh produce products ... we weren't doing these 
sort of sexy vegetables... " 
As such, Supplier H was losing volume to other suppliers and this in combination with 
Retailer I's price and quality pressure was affecting their profitability. As a result they 
withdrew from the production of certain crops (eg product H8, HlI, H14) and at the same 
time they stopped supplying product H2 as it seems that they were not able to meet Retailer 
I's quality expectations due to production problems in their location. This suggests that they 
tried to take actions and preserve their financial viability in the hope that they could increase 
the volume of their business with Retailer I. However, they continued to lose volume over 
time (eg product 119). They also tried to change their cropping and move towards more 
consumer attractive crops but they indicated that it was too late and they were not able to 
recover their position. 
"We stopped supplying some crops due to un-profitability in the hope that profitable 
crops would increase in volume... with some of the other crops we had hoped to trade 
them off in favour of more volume on the crops that were better suited to our part of the 
country ... we should perhaps have changed our cropping which we did latterly but it 
was too late" 
The gradual decline indicates that the people factor also influenced the process (loss of 
product H9 depot, loss of product HIO volume) although Supplier H indicated that the true 
reason behind their decline cannot be identified. It seems therefore that Supplier H did not 
manage to grow over time. 
"We were not small in the '80s but as time went by, we became smaller in the overall 
scheme of the way the supermarkets were positioning themselves and their supplier 
base " 
5.11.4 Trigger 
The event that triggered the complete dissolution of the relationship between Supplier H and 
Retailer I was Retailer I's decision to rationalise their supply base. Retailer I's decision to 
rationalise their supply base triggered the evaluation of suppliers on several criteria. 
"... the buzz went round that Retailer I was rationalising and they were looking to lose 
suppliers... " 
The survey responses suggest that the writing was not on the wall for some time before 
Supplier H lost the account. During the interview it became apparent that the writing came to 
the wall when Supplier H's business declined considerably. In the survey, Respondent H 
suggested that they did not expect the relationship to deteriorate as quickly as it did. During 
the interview it became evident that Supplier H did not expect to lose Retailer I but they had 
the hope that they will be retained. 
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In the survey, Respondent H suggested that they did everything they could to prevent the loss 
of the account. During the interview it became evident that Supplier H tried to satisfy the 
expectations of Retailer I over time. They also tried to increase the share of their business with 
Retailer I. However, they also suggested that they were not able to increase the size of their 
business due to the lack of resources and they were not proactive in changing their cropping. 
5.11.5 Dissolution Process 
When Retailer I decided to rationalise their supply base Supplier H started to feel insecure 
about the future of the relationship. 
"... the buzz was going around about Retailer I doing this and of course everybody felt 
uneasy because nobody knew who was going to be... everybody was on their toes a little 
bit ... worrying if it was going to be them or not them... " 
Soon after that, Supplier H was informed that they were going to be rationalised. 
"... I was told we weren't really big enough and they didn't want supplies from us 
because we haven't really done anything wrong, we offered a good service... we had no 
real quality issues at all and that was a very hard day ... it was very proud to supply 
them that we either weren't big enough or we weren't good enough... " 
The relationship between the two parties ended because Supplier H was one of the smallest 
suppliers within Retailer I's product H15 and product H7 supply base. Retailer I concentrated 
their sourcing to bigger supplier companies who could offer them many more benefits in 
terms of price, volume and service. It seems therefore that Retailer I perceived that the quality 
of the relationship with Supplier H was lower in the economic dimension compared to 
alternative suppliers. 
...... they wanted big suppliers, we were not very big, xm turnover is peanuts, I mean 
apparently nowadays unless you have got 50-60m turnover you can't even knock on the 
door of the retailer to be a supplier .. they 
decided that we really weren't big enough... " 
Supplier H however also argued that part of the reason for their rationalisation in the last 
products they were offering to Retailer I was the personality differences they had with the last 
technical manager working for Retailer 1. 
"... we thought .. some of it was down to personality conflict, we didn't get on very well 
with the technologist that they had at the time and we knew that the technologist had 
favourites and probably have the last say, the technologist wasn't the nicest person in 
the world and maybe it was personality conflict, I don't know ... the technologist had javourite suppliers, we were never wined and dined guys, technologists had a lot of 
power because they could go in and flnd a fault and they can recommend to the buyer, 
so they didn't use that particular supplier... " 
Still, in their description of this specific period in time they indicated that Retailer I's decision 
makers must have probably decided who they were going to retain as a supplier and the 
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technologist's job was to find evidence of poor quality in the rest of the supply base and make 
it easier for Retailer I to justify their decisions. 
"... I think then ... they had decided who they were going to 
have as suppliers going into 
the next century and I think ... they can then make it very 
difficult for the existing 
suppliers if they want and this particular technologist was a bastard and could make it 
difficult ... this is where the technologist comes in and there was another technologist 
who has always been very nice to us and we always had a terrific relationship and the 
two of them came down once and they just .. behaved unbelievably 
badly, well, one of 
them was in character the other one was totally out of character but obviously they had 
been told to do that by somebody, to give us a hard time about the quality ... on any one 
day they can pick up on anything, on the whole the quality was very good ... it was the 
technologist who was then on a mission, not a nice person at alL.. " 
As such, they once more acknowledged that the main reason for the ending of the relationship 
was their small size compared to the rest of Retailer I's sourcing base. 
"... I would say the technologist cost us our business but that said you have to remember 
that the supermarkets were also going down the route of going to big suppliers and we 
were not big ... they went down the route of the much bigger suppliers and the suppliers 
who would offer whatever they would offer 365 days of a year which was imported as 
well... " 
Supplier H acknowledged that there were signs that were indicating their rationalisation from 
Retailer I before Retailer I took the decision. 
"... you see your volumes start dropping because you know they are pushing your 
orders into somebody else ... we were supplying x of Retailer I's depots ... and we 
lost the 
one depot with product 119, that was quite a chunk of business, you just see things, you 
just watch volumes go down... " 
Still, they were surprised when Retailer I informed them that they were going to be 
rationalised. They felt that they were offering good product quality to Retailer I and they had 
tried to maintain the relationship. 
"... it was a shock ... because I thought .. we hadn't done anything wrong, we tried really hard to hang on to the business " 
Following the course of events there is no indication that people from Retailer I tried to 
prevent the dissolution. Respondent H suggested that Retailer I underwent an internal re- 
structuring in higher management levels during the rationalisation period. As such, Supplier H 
did not have the opportunity to ask the help of the people they knew and had a good 
relationship with. 
"... so all the people that we historically dealt with weren't there to talk to so if you 
bring in a new team at the head of the supermarket, they wouldn't have known anything 
aboutus ... they wouldn't have known that we have been supplying for x number ofyears 
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because as they always say, you are only as good as your last delivery ... forget what is 
going onjor the last 20 years ... there is no 
loyalty at all" 
Still, it is observed that the buyers with whom Supplier H had a good relationship with did not 
have the ability to prevent their rationalisation even if they had tried. It seems therefore that 
the buyers with whom Supplier H had a good personal relationship were not able to intervene 
and prevent their rationalisation as they were not the decision makers. 
"... this particular Retailer I buyer was smashing but was led from on a high and 
sometimes ifyou talk to some of these buyers and you get them awayfrom their place of 
work they will say ... there was nothing we could do about it, the writing was on the 
walL.. your number was up and what can they do about it ... these things come from way 
up, the buyers are only puppets, they are ... in a very much bigger game " 
Following the course of events it is also observed that the quality of the technical dimension 
of the relationship was not able to prevent the final dissolution with or without the help of the 
people. The good product quality was not enough to counteract the fact that Supplier H was 
not a big company to supply Retailer I. 
"... we just weren't big enough, we worked very, very hard, we tried very hard but at 
this stage that is not enough " 
5.11.6 Aftermath 
Looking back, Respondent H acknowledged that they were probably not aggressive or 
proactive enough when they were seeing the gradual loss of their share of business with 
Retailer 1. 
"... we were probably not perhaps aggressive enough or proactive enough, I don't 
know" 
Moreover, they suggested that they did not have the ability to take actions and increase the 
size of their business which would have given them the opportunity to protect themselves 
from the rationalisation. As they were losing volume over the years they were also losing the 
resources to invest in the upgrade of their facilities or to employ additional management. 
"Honestly, I don't know (what we could have done differently) ... because we were losing 
volumes, we weren't making the money that we would have been making and you go 
into a catch 22 situation, if you are not making the money, you can't employ additional 
management and additional staff and you can't go out and invest in upgrade 
equipment ... I don't think that there was anything that we could have done because... if 
you look at other sites and other suppliers they were making big investments, they were 
getting bigger and we were getting smaller, we weren't doing the volume and there is 
this catch 22 as I explained, if you do the volume and you can do it at the fight price 
you can make money and we weren't doing the volume because the volume would have 
been sort of quite taken away, not because we were doing anything wrong but because 
there were other suppliers coming in ... all growers need a secure future, they need to 
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know if they are going to invest in get bigger, they need to actually have increasing 
volumes year on year, we didn't... " 
Moreover, they acknowledged that they were located in an expensive part of the country 
which also influenced their ability to invest and grow the size of their operation. 
"... one of our problems was we were based in ... a very expensive area to live and all the labour that we had wasforeign ... now to actually house anybody round here and even to bring a manager in and to get hold of staff were terribly expensive, to buy properties 
around here, they just can't do it, the area for that sort of thing is elsewhere... " 
With the benefit of hindsight Respondent H once more referred to the main issues that moved 
the relationship towards the end. They therefore suggested that they were in the wrong part of 
the country for growing certain products. They acknowledged that when they decided to 
change their cropping it was too late to gain their business back. They also indicated how the 
profitability of the English crops declined due to the competition from cheap imports. Finally, 
they indicated that they would have perhaps been able to prevent their rationalisation if they 
had formed a partnership with a large supplier rather than trying to preserve their 
independence. 
"Hindsight is a wonderful thing. We were in the wrong area for growing certain 
products. We should have joinedforces with another supplier but in those days I guess 
everyone wanted their independence. We should perhaps have changed our cropping 
which we did latterly but it was too late. We were a small business and history relates. 
We had an excellent time, as did other growers, in the early/ mid '80s both with the 
supermarkets and with the wholesale markets, particularly with the early summer crops 
which always made a premium and earned us good money but with the seasons 
changing and imports coming in from Europe the shoulders of the English season were 
being frittered away and whereas we used to make money on such crops as product H6, 
latterly we would ride in on the back of the foreign season and cheap prices where the 
foreign suppliers were wanting to clear their crops ... we as others were just caught up in the whole system of rationalisation and globalisation and there was nothing much we 
could do about it unless we hadjoinedforces with a larger company" 
The experience has taught them that the suppliers who are supplying supermarkets are 
vulnerable in an environment that has become so volatile. 
"The lesson from that is you are standing on shifting sand, all these businesses are 
standing on shifting sand .. the goal posts are moving all the time andfor any company 
to now go and seriously invest in any one supermarket, I think they would be mad 
because you just don't know, do you? " 
Finally, Respondent H expressed concerns about the future of the British agriculture. They 
therefore indicated that the supermarkets should make the effort to support the British 
agriculture and not destroy it. 
"I just hope that for the fioure the fresh produce industry can be sustained in this 
country and is not sent the way of numerous other industries such as steel, motor, 
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shipping, where cheaper labour and less bureaucratic restrictions in other countries 
tempted production away from this country. It must be remembered that farming and 
horticulture must be sustained in this country in order that the countryside can be cared 
fo r .. the supermarkets have got to make a supreme effort to support and not destroy British agriculture" 
5.11.7 Conclusion 
The relationship between Supplier H and Retailer I before the point in time where Retailer I 
decided to rationalise their supply base, highlights the combination of stability and change in 
the relationship. This is in line with Gadde & Mattsson (1987) who suggested that although a 
relationship between two actors may appear stable and enduring over a long period of time it 
may undergo gradual change if it is viewed from the broader network perspective. Hence, they 
observed that the position of a supplier within the customer's supply structure may change 
gradually over time when new suppliers are being added in the customer's sourcing base. The 
supplier may even be eliminated from the customer's supply base if it is replaced gradually by 
the competition. 
Likewise, Proenca & De Castro (2002; 2004) in their exploration of relationship dynamics in 
the bank industry context have demonstrated the short-term irregularities or stress that may 
arise within relationships despite their stability and continuity over time. Among the factors 
they identified as causes of stress in the volume of transactions within banking relationships 
were exogenous factors to relationships such as the entrance of new competitors in the market 
(Proenca & De Castro, 2004) and factors endogenous to the relationship such as switching 
bank providers in order to achieve price benefits (Proenca & De Castro, 2002; 2004). 
This case supports the findings of the literature but it further indicates that a wide range of 
factors may interact and drive the weakening of the relationship. The case also demonstrates 
that unless the supplier is in the position to understand the early warning signs and perform 
the right actions then they may miss the turning point of the decline process and never reverse 
the situation. 
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5.12 CASE No. 9 (Supplier 1) 
5.12.1 Company Background 
Supplier I is a family business with a long tradition and expertise in the production of product 
11, a niche dairy product. They have been producing product II for a long time and they have 
become a well established brand in the dairy (product II) sector. They supply product II to a 
number of UK supermarket customers and other companies. The interviewee was the 
Managing Director and Owner, subsequently referred to as Respondent I. 
5.12.2 The Customer 
The customer involved in the decline process was identified as a key customer and the 
relationship is a number of years old. In the survey, Respondent I described a key customer 
for their business as one who "has a significant share of the market they serve". This indicates 
that the customer is important to Supplier I in economic terms but that the supplier has a 
short-term orientation towards the customer. 
5.123 The Context of the Relationship 
5.12.3.1 Business Environment 
The changing competitive environment became apparent during the interview discussion. 
Respondent I mentioned that supermarket customers operate under a competitive environment 
and in their effort to improve their profitability they are pushing costs to their suppliers. 
"... maybe the world changed .. I think they are becoming under pressure, maybe to 
achieve more profits and do more, they are trying to squeeze back to suppliers, get 
every bit they can... " 
5.12.3.2 Relationship Oualitv 
The survey responses (Table 5.9) indicate that the relationship contains both positive and 
negative attributes. In the survey, Respondent I suggested that they usually respond quickly to 
the customer's demands, they have invested in processing capacity specifically for the 
customer and they have developed new products exclusively for the customer. The responses 
suggest that the supplier has made contributions to the relationship. During the discussion it 
became evident that Supplier I was responding to Retailer Cs demands. They had invested in 
the upgrade of their facilities in order to improve the service they offered to all of their 
customers. They had also developed new products for Retailer C given that they were 
producing an own-label product 11 for Retailer C. It seems therefore that Supplier I is making 
the effort to satisfy the customer with their actions. 
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Table 5.9 - Survey Response (Relationship Quality) for Case No. 9 
Strongly Disagree 
Neither 
agree nor Agree 
Strongly 
disagree disagree agree 
This relationship has been deteriorating for some time 
We did not expect our relationship with this customer to deteriorate as LJ v/ 
quickly as it has 
We are doing everything we can to improve the relationship with this F1 
customer 
This customer has invested considerable time and effort in developing LI LA 
a relationship with us before things started to go wrong 
This customer has not always been honest with us 
We believe this customer is looking out for our interests and is not only F-I El 
concerned about meeting its own objectives at our expense ... ..... ..... . ................. . ... We ha ve good personal relationships with this customer for most of the F1 
time 
.......... . 
We usually respond quickly to this customer's demands 
LI LI 
-- 
F 
---- --- -1 -- -I .......... . ... . .... ..... --. --------- - ------------ 
We have made investments in processing capacity specifically for this 
- 
LI 
- --- - 
11 L 
customer 
.... ..... ....... . ...... ..... ... .. 
We have developed new products exclusively for this customer 
When we have disagreements with this customer they are usually LI 
resolved in a mutually satisfactory way 
There are few occasions when we have face to face meetings with this LI 
customer to discuss important issues 
. -, -- .... ................ - ............ .... . ... .... ... ... ... . ... .... This customer usually shares information with us when we ask for it LI El 
This customer would have little difficulty in replacing us 
. ..... .... .. . ....... . ..... 
This customer is one of those we would describe as a 'key customer' 
We would have little difficulty in replacing any lost business with this rI LI 
customer 
In the survey, Respondent I suggested that they do not usually have good personal 
relationships with the customer and they neither agreed nor disagreed with the view that 
disagreements are usually resolved in a mutually satisfactory way. They also suggested that 
there are few meetings to discuss important issues but that the customer is usually sharing 
information with them when they ask for it. The survey responses indicate that the interaction 
between individuals is not working smoothly and that there is a degree of distance between 
individuals. During the interview it became evident that the personal relationship depends on 
the personality of the buyer and it was observed that Supplier I did not meet face-to-face with 
the customer unless a serious problem arose. Moreover, the disagreements described in the 
discussion did not have a solution that satisfied Supplier 1. 
In the survey, Respondent I suggested that the customer has not invested considerable time 
and effort in building a relationship with them. They also do not believe that the customer Is 
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looking out for their interests but is only concerned about meeting its own objectives at their 
expense. During the discussion it was evident that Retailer C took some actions that 
demonstrated that they were only concerned about meeting their own objectives at Supplier 
I's expense. In the survey, Respondent I neither agreed nor disagreed with the view that the 
customer has not always been honest with them. 
Finally, Respondent I suggested that the customer would have little difficulty in replacing 
them. During the discussion it was evident that Respondent I has a mixed feeling on whether 
Retailer C is able to replace them as a brand and own-label product Il manufacturer. 
However, their perception shows that they are vulnerable. On the other hand, they suggested 
that they would have difficulty replacing the customer. In the interview it was evident that 
Retailer C accounts for a large part of their sales. 
As far as the economic dimension of the relationship between Supplier I and Retailer C is 
concerned, it is observed that Supplier I was supplying Retailer C with branded and own-label 
product 11. The supply of the branded product meant that there was an important economic 
reason for Retailer C to maintain the relationship. However, Supplier I did not have a feeling 
of security within the relationship. It seems that even though their brand had a loyal consumer 
base they were operating in a niche product area. This meant that the economic benefits 
stemming from the brand were not that strong given that the Supplier I's brand represented a 
small product line for Retailer C compared to other ones. 
"... it is difficult to know how strong you believe your brand is ... we are a niche 
product... " 
Moreover, even though the own-label product did not have the ability to be irreplaceable as 
the brand did, Supplier I still indicated that the number of available product 11 manufacturers 
was limited and at the same time these manufacturers did not have the capacity to supply 
Retailer C. This means that Retailer C would have had difficulty to replace them. This was in 
contrast to other dairy products. 
"... there are not many product 11 manufacturers out there and that is one advantage we 
have got I believe whereas if you are supplying product 12 or product 13, there is a lot 
ofpeople and they don't mind if that person goes to the wall, they have got no morals " 
The observation of the technical dimension of the relationship shows that the performance of 
Supplier I was very good over time. They have sometimes received consumer complaints but 
they indicated that the quality problems have not been their fault. 
"And we don't get that many complaints but when we do, you look at them seriously 
and we don't want any complaints from anybody and we investigate why is that person 
complain... and we definitely prove it has nothing to do with us... " 
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More importantly, Supplier I perceives that the product they manufacture is better than the 
competition. They think that there is a point of difference in the product they offer over and 
above the competitive offers. 
"... hopefully wejeel nobody will do it better than we do" 
Moreover, it is observed that Supplier I has a unique and honest approach of doing business 
and continuously meets the requests of their customers in their effort to fulfil their needs and 
satisfy them. 
"... you want the service, you want these demands, we are prepared to do them ... if that is what your customers want, we will make thatfor you... " 
At the same time, they have invested and they continue to invest in the improvement of their 
operation. Although these investments are not made exclusively for Retailer C or any of their 
customers, they do feel that these investments contribute to the improvement of the technical 
quality of the product they offer to their customers. Even though these investments can be 
found elsewhere they nevertheless demonstrate Supplier I's commitment to the production of 
a high quality product as well as their commitment to service their customers and meet their 
volume requirements. This means that Retailer C and the rest of their customer base should 
feel satisfied as the continuous investment of Supplier I improves their quality and meets the 
specific needs of their customers. 
"If you want a long-term supplier with a quality product, like you and your stores ... you have to fix the stores, we have to make sure we have the right equipment in place, 
hygiene because your technical people ask for another test to be done ... and therefore 
we need to keep doing that, our refrigerating equipment does need replacement like the 
ones in your stores so we are investing and we are looking at even doing more to make 
sure that we are preparedfor the bigger business you are going to give us in thefuture 
but thefact is if we bum our assets off, we end up saying what you need, we can't afford 
to do it because you have taken all our moneyfrom us " 
Despite the fact that Supplier I is investing in time and effort to meet the needs of their 
customers they perceive that some of their customers do not appreciate the effort they spend 
to satisfy them. 
"... they have no knowledge of us, they don't realise that sometimes they had problems 
and you have done things for them, you have done special deliveries, you don't score 
any points with that, that is all lost and even if you tell them they will say so what, big 
deal, that was yesterday and you got paid for that, didn't you? ... but the fact is that 
when we do things you have to listen because it is a long-term relationship that we 
would like to have and we would like to think that you appreciate those things " 
The examination of the social dimension of the relationship shows that there is no face-to-face 
interaction between individuals from the two sides. 
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"But we don't see them that often ... and the buyer says what do you want to come for 
there is no point coming ... because they don't get problems so they don't tend to see 
you ... the previous buyer, I never saw " 
Supplier I indicated that the relationship with the buyer is not always working smoothly. One 
incident with a Retailer C buyer before the re-structuring took place demonstrates that 
Supplier I responded to the buyer's request for an extra delivery but the extra supplies were 
rejected as the buyer failed to update the purchase order. Although the buyer could have 
accepted the delivery the next day, the buyer refused to do so and at the same time Supplier I 
was not paid for the production of the additional own-label product. 
"... I remember the Retailer C buyer rung up and said I need .. extra product Il send in 
on the next delivery so I added to the order and I said, I used the same order number, 
that's fine ... and I rung the buyer and I said the back door rejected them so I said he is 
on his way back, do you want them tomorrow and the buyer said no and don't think of 
charging us for it and I said .. we especially made them for you, own-label, they are not 
good to us, the buyer probably wanted them butforgot to put it in the system, I said .. if 
you really needed them, if I bring them tomorrow morning you are not going to sold 
out, no (the buyer said)" 
In general, Respondent I indicated that the behaviour of the buyer is what determines the 
smooth operation of the relationship between the two sides. 
"... I think there are two people in supermarkets that there are always the problem, the 
buyer and the person in the back door, the person that unloads the lorry who keeps 
them waiting and rests them around, they seem to breed them somewhere, why can't 
they just be normal people, why can't they just be heIpM and some are but you get 
some awkward ones ... when it works well, it is good, it goes on for years and other 
times... " 
Although Respondent I perceives that the way the relationship functions depends on the 
personality of the individual, they indicated that the buyers at Retailer F and Retailer D do not 
treat them in a similar way. 
"... I think the buyer at Retailer F and the buyer at Retailer D at the moment, I say, they 
are all going to do theirjob but thefact is at least listen to what we say, don't take that 
on board... " 
It is observed that there is positive interaction between Supplier I and the Retailer D buyer and 
as a result of the buyer's willingness to co-operate with Supplier I, both parties were able to 
gain the economic benefits. 
"... the Retailer D buyer, totally different attitude ... and (we) said this is what you bought last year, this is the date you bought, Christmas day is a different day this year, 
this is what we think you need to be buying but the main computer system still predicts 
the orders and even then we went in some of the stores and delivered especially to them 
but that buyer appreciates what we did, the buyer understands that" 
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Likewise, as the result of the co-operation between Supplier I and the Retailer D buyer, 
Supplier I was able to offer them a lower price without hurting their own profitability. 
"... I remember seeing the buyer last year and the buyer said we have got to cut the 
dairy budget .. but they have made the suppliers take the cut but then we looked at that 
and we felt that we could give a good deal, we haven't got thatflexibility in the system 
and ifyou are making x% margin you want to preserve that and you think well, you are 
being too greedy, that is the problem, the reason that another retailer is cheaper is not 
because he is buying it cheaper, it is because he sells at less proflt or he has less 
overheads but why do I have to subsidize your inefficiency so we said yes, we will look 
at it and we will do something but we can only do a certain amount, what can you offer 
us in return so we did some other listings and changes in the range so there was a two- 
way conversation and the buyer was willing to talk like that and I thought that is what 
should happen and I think you wouldn't complain at all, yes, they have to run the 
business, they have to be commercial and get the best deal but when they are sort of 
overpowering they don't think, the code of conduct and one thing that it has is the 
complaint procedure" 
5.12.4 Triggcr 
The event that triggered the decline of the relationship between Supplier I and Retailer C was 
the change of buyer. 
"... this was the buyer which I said, sort offelt the relationship has deteriorated " 
In the survey, Respondent I suggested that the relationship has not been deteriorating for a 
long time and that they did not expect the relationship to deteriorate as quickly as it did. In the 
discussion it was indicated that the relationship with Retailer C is deteriorating because of the 
change of the specific buyer. Moreover, it seems that Supplier I did not expect the buyer to 
delist their branded product and this possibly explains their view on the second statement. In 
the survey, they also suggested that they are doing everything they can to improve the 
relationship. In the discussion it was indicated that they try to stay friends with the buyer. 
5.12.5 Dissolution Process 
The time period where the series of events took place was soon after the re-structuring of 
Retailer C. It is therefore observed that shortly after the re-structuring Retailer C were trying 
to change the product assortment in their effort to develop new product offerings. 
After the re-structuring a new buyer took over the management of Retailer C's purchasing 
department. The change of buyer created a sequence of events that resulted in the decline of 
the relationship from Supplier I's perspective. 
.... when the new Retailer C buyer took over .. I remember the arrogance of maybe the buyer there... " 
More specifically, sometime after the change of buyer, Supplier I noticed that the orders of a 
branded product line they were supplying had stopped. When Supplier I called Retailer C to 
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ask what had happened they were informed that the new buyer had delisted the product line 
from the stores. 
"... somebody in production said they haven't taken any for the last 10 days ... so I rung 
up someone and (they said) you have been delisted, you don't have orders anymore... " 
During the same period of time, the Retailer C buyer decided also to introduce a new branded 
product line but wanted a cheaper price for the addition of the product line in return. The 
buyer thereby sent an email to Supplier I to inform them that the price was being reduced. 
"... the buyer then decided which was a plus, that I will put (one more line) into Retailer 
C as well, they didn't do that before " 
Soon after that, a meeting took place where Supplier I tried to negotiate the price reduction 
with the buyer. 
"... and the buyer says ... I want a better price, I am going to put that line in our (new) 
stores as well so I will give you ... more stores volume, the buyer said what are you going 
to give me for that and in fact the buyer emailed and said from such and such date this 
is the price you will be charging me, the buyer reduced prices... " 
Supplier I argued that they could not afford to offer Retailer Ca lower price for their products 
given that the buyer had delisted one of the product lines. On the other hand, the buyer was 
arguing that since Supplier I was offered more volume they were expecting a lower 
purchasing price. Finally, Supplier I agreed to reduce the price. 
"... I said that I can't do that and the buyer said, I will give you all this other business 
and I said yeah, but you have taken away fx... and I said well, I will come back to you, 
no, the buyer says, you tell me now ... if we had carried on we wouldn't get paid... " 
During the meeting Supplier I also tried to convince the buyer that the product delisting 
decision was wrong and that Retailer C were going to lose sales during Christmas by not 
having the line available. The buyer was not willing to change the decision as the thought was 
that the delisting would not cause any sales losses. It is observed that the effort of Supplier I to 
restore the relationship did not produce the expected result as the buyer did not perceive that 
Retailer C would be affected by the delisting. It seems thereby that the economic benefits that 
stemmed from the branded product line did not act as a barrier to the delisting. The event 
demonstrates that the buyer perceived that Retailer C will not lose sales but improve instead 
the product assortment. 
"... then the buyer delisted (one line) ... and I said well, it can be a big issue at Christmas because people want them ... we said in Christmas you will have demand ... and the buyer just looks at you and says, you are telling me my job are you, you just felt that you 
didn't say too much... " 
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The buyer decided to delist the product line in an effort to reduce the lines in their assortment 
and improve the profitability of the product category. However, Supplier I did not perceive 
that the buyer's decision was the result of the buyer's effort to improve the product assortment 
but they felt that it stemmed from the buyer's personality. 
"... so all I am saying is that attitude is not Retailer C being in flux, that was the 
personality of the person, some are reasonable but some ... are they trained to be 'we are in charge"' 
During the meeting that took place, Supplier I also said to the buyer that based on the 
Christmas sales over the last years they were expecting the demand for their product lines to 
increase and that Retailer C would most probably need more supplies in certain stores. 
Supplier I therefore suggested that they were willing to deliver additional products direct to 
the stores in case there was a need. However, the buyer did not have the same view and did 
not think that there was going to be such a need. 
"... and the other thing is that at Christmas you will run out and I said we always had 
to go to stores locally and get the supplies to top them up and the buyer said that won't 
be necessary ... and we said that three times and the buyer said that I don't need to 
hear 
that again, they will not be a problem but we were saying, we only try to set a 
contingency plan, we will only do it with your permission but if there is a problem, we 
are willing to do it but the buyer didn't want to know " 
Supplier I did not produce additional product and argued that the stores did run out of their 
product lines during Christmas and as a consequence both parties lost sales and profits from 
the non-availability of the products. 
"... we haven't done any and the shelves were empty ... so sales were lost, lost to them, lost to us as well and we felt if we ring up and said I told you so, they wouldn't do us 
any favours ... it was the buyer's decision but we were trying to say you don't want to listen... " 
Nevertheless, shortly before Christmas, Retailer C restocked the product line that the buyer 
had delisted. The decision to restock the product line was taken by other employees working 
for Retailer C. This restoring action shows that the delisting of the branded product line was 
going to result in economic losses. 
"... now we believe and some people, oh, you are a brand, you can do anything, you get 
a buyer who doesn't know You and you sit down and you realise that the buyer probably 
will delist you and may not realise that what is doing is the wrong thing but how do you 
get that over to the buyer unless the person is willing to understand .. the buyer had to 
put them back ... the buyer didn't, other people said, we need to put back on the product I] line, that was before Christmas" 
Bearing in mind the events that occurred after the change of the buyer in Retailer C as well as 
other events that have taken place with other supermarket buyers, Supplier I thinks that the 
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interaction between them and the buyer when it takes place as well as the business 
relationship is influenced by the personality of the individual buyer. 
"I think the trouble is and I think the key to all is the buyer .. our customers are there, 
all they know is a van salesman that calls on their door every day, they don't know 
myself or whatever, that is the person they see and when we go to Retailer C or 
whatever the person you see is the buyer and the buyer represents someone, the buyer's 
attitude represents the attitude of the company, it may not be right and some are very 
good and some are very, I think where do they get them from, do they train them to be 
obnoxious, they think we are in charge and you are the supplier and you think ... hang 
on, we like to work as a team, we got a product you want, we want you to sell it, the 
public may want our product, what's the problem, can't we all work together rather 
than you trying to score points on us because at some point we are going to say, we 
don't need it, you know, we are in business before but you feel a little bit of arrogant if 
you take that line ... but the problem is the change of buyer .. and they come in and they 
want to make decisions and someone wants to know and will listen and others are, I 
know like this, I know my business and they are arrogant but that is their personality 
but that's the only person, there isn't anyone else I can talk to, in fact ifyou say to them, 
you will lose sales by that decision and even if you prove right, nobody finds that out 
because they will have an answer which will appear that my sales are off, it will be our 
fault, all sorts of reasons that they will cover their tracks and you think it's really a bit 
unfair but you are unable to speak and that is what frustrates us ... maybe they are 
trained, maybe that's the way, I don't know " 
However, it appears that Supplier I does not have any face-to-face interaction with any of the 
supermarket buyers and at the same time they do not invest any time and effort to have a more 
frequent personal interaction with the buyers. Even though they acknowledge that they are 
prepared to invest the time to get to know the buyer and develop the relationship, they do not 
feel there is a need and at the same time they do not have the human resources in place to 
invest the time for the development of the personal relationship. - 
"I spoke to the buyer a few times on the phone, I have only seen the buyer 
once ... because it is a family business we tend to do everything ... and the fact is that we 
are willing to go and see them and that's not an issue and if we felt there is a needfor 
it, we will put someone in that position to do that .. you are prepared to invest the time 
to know them but I think sometimes ... you can go to see the 
buyerfor the first time and 
there is no problem, you aren't got to get to know them, I would say they are normal 
people, people that you feel they will talk in the same way things and try to understand 
and be fair, we are not asking for any special treatment but the fact is that you feel that 
you would like to havejair treatment... " 
At this point in time the relationship between Supplier I and the Retailer C buyer was 
characterised as difficult but Supplier I suggested that they are trying to maintain a positive 
atmosphere as they feel that they cannot afford to do otherwise given that the buyer has the 
control of the relationship. 
"It is difficult ... obviously you are trying to stayfriends with the buyer because basically 
the buyer is in control" 
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5.12.6 Aftermath 
As a result of Supplier I's experiences with the Retailer C buyer as well as other buyers they 
feel that they should be treated more fair by individual buyers. 
"Ifeel all you want, you don't want a special treatment ... you are doing your part of the deal and they want you to do that and even more and they don't even appreciate it .. but 
the problem you would have is that you would like to be treated maybe fairer when you 
agree something, if we agree that is the deal we do " 
Supplier I also acknowledged that these incidents are kept in their memory due to the intensity 
of the unfairness. It seems therefore that these incidents are critical incidents that have as the 
main result the decline of the quality of the economic dimension of the relationship from 
Supplier I's perspective. Although it seems that some of these incidents also have as a result 
the decline of the quality of the economic dimension of the relationship for the customer given 
the loss of sales, it seems that the buyer does not perceive that this decision is going to have 
such a result for them. However, Supplier I suggested that if the buyer had a different attitude 
towards them during certain incidents then they would not feel that they were treated unfairly. 
This means that the way that the buyer behaves during critical incidents may not affect 
negatively the way Supplier I perceives the incident and its consequence even though they 
may incur economic losses. 
"... you remember them because you feel tensed by the unfairness ... I suppose it just irritates you and you have to be careful, it is not like it is everyday, they are things that 
you remember but why can't people, if only has to say to me, I am sorry, I didn't put it 
in the system, I forgot, there is no way I can take it now, I am sorry I can't pay, the 
buyer could have said the same thing and it would have made a difference ... if the 
person says I am sorry, I didn't put in the system, I appreciate what you did, that's all 
you wanted" 
Finally, Supplier I suggested that both parties should work together for the development of the 
relationship and mutual benefits. 
"I think they make things difficultfor themselves and we understand your problems, let 
us, tell us so we can work with you... " 
5.12.7 Conclusion 
The main factor that is perceived by the interviewee as the driver of change within the 
relationship is the buyers' behaviour/attitude towards them. The behaviour of buyers reflects 
the exercise of power towards the weaker party in the exchange. Moreover, the personality of 
buyers that manage the relationship is important as it affects the way people behave. 
Moreover, the findings give evidence of the difference between task and emotional conflict. In 
the specific context, the two parties disagree about task issues but the episodes are also 
characterised by tension and friction given the attitude of the buyer during the disagreement. 
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Therefore, task conflict has its basis in the issues involved while emotional conflict has its 
basis in the people involved (Reid et al. 2004). It is not therefore so much if a problem takes 
place for Supplier I but the buyer's attitude towards them. 
The buyers' behaviour towards the supplier supports the findings of Duffy et al. (2003) 
investigating fairness within retailer-supplier relationships in the UK food industry. The 
supplier perceives that they are treated unfair by supermarket buyers and without respect, 
since the behaviour of the buyers runs against the principle of courtesy which refers to the 
extent to which the more powerful party treats its partners with respect. 
In addition, the behaviour of buyers is opposed to the principle of bilateral communication 
which refers to the extent to which the more powerful partner is willing to engage in two-way 
communication with its partner (Duffy et al., 2003). The supplier suggested that the buyers 
were not willing to engage in two-way communication with them during interaction episodes 
and were not willing to listen and take into consideration the supplier's propositions for the 
improvement of the outcomes of the relationship. 
The relationship with supermarket customers also lacks distributive justice which refers to the 
way the benefits and the costs are shared between the two parties (Duffy et al., 2003). The 
supplier pointed out examples of unfairness in the distribution of costs reflecting the refusal of 
the customer to accept increases in the purchasing price as well as the transferability of costs 
from the customer to the supplier. 
All the examples demonstrate the power of customers against suppliers and the way they 
exercise their power. This influences the perception of the personal relationship, the 
perception of conflict resolution and the perception that the customers are not interested. If 
this behaviour was not in place then the relationship could work better despite the lack of 
interaction. 
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6 CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS 
Having presented the key findings from the eleven cases (nine case companies), the purpose 
of this chapter is to look across the cases for generic findings and distinguishing elements, in 
an effort to determine the extent to which the proposed conceptual framework adequately 
captures the dissolution process in supermarket supply chains. 
The cross-case analysis is in six parts. The first looks at the contextual factors and their impact 
on the dissolution process. The second looks at the risk factors - defined as those factors that 
predispose relationships towards dissolution (reducing them makes it less likely that a 
relationship will end, increasing them makes it more likely). Findings relating to the triggers 
are discussed in section 6.3. Section 6.4 looks in some detail at the role of people in the 
process of dissolution and the other aspect of relationships (economic/organisational) is 
discussed in section 6.5. The aftermath is discussed in section 6.6. As a result of the analysis 
the original framework is modified and presented in section 6.7. 
6.1 THE CONTEXT OF THE RELATIONSHIP 
The way people told the story of the dissolution revealed the importance of the environment 
that surrounds the relationship during its evolution and dissolution. The relationships were 
embedded in a dynamic environment that was constantly changing, as a result of. supply base 
rationalisation, increasing emphasis on cost/price, slow overall growth in supermarket sales, 
declining consumer demand in certain sectors, and the increase in the availability of 
alternative suppliers, including cheap imports. 
Changes in the external environment represented threats and/or opportunities for food 
processors and packers supplying the supermarket sector (see Table 6.1). For example, the 
rationalisation of the supply base was a threat to those suppliers who could not meet the 
customers' requirements and an opportunity to those companies who could. The increase of 
available alternatives became a threat for existing suppliers, as it weakened the degree of 
dependency on incumbent suppliers and prompted more or less-proactive responses from 
existing and potential suppliers to perceived changes in supermarket requirements. For 
example, the increasing emphasis on cost/price motivated some suppliers to reduce the costs 
of their operations whilst others were too slow to respond, complaining of unsustainably low 
prices and profits. Finally, declining or below average growth in consumer demand for certain 
products created pressure on business relationships and made it difficult for them to flourish, 
as supermarkets sought to replace suppliers in declining/slow growth areas with cheaper 
and/or more innovative suppliers. 
Table 6.1 presents an attempt to measure the relationship in an effort to expose strengths, 
positive elements, weaknesses and potential vulnerabilities. This measurement addresses the 
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state of the relationship before the first critical event took place and moved the relationship to 
a changed MO. The objective here is not to compare the state of the relationship across 
cases. For this reason the positive and negative signs in Table 6.1 give an indication of 
positive and negative elements within each case rather than reflecting relative weights across 
the cases. The effort however to describe the positive and negative elements shows the need to 
introduce the supplier, the customer and the environment in the equation since there were 
elements within them that were adding vulnerability to the relationship which will be 
described, among other things, in the following sections. 
2 (+)=positive; (-)=weakness or vulnerability 
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Table 6.1: Relationship Characteristics 
Case Economic Technical Social Network- I Supplier Customer 
Environment 
Replaceability with difficulty Product/service Positive Structure of 
(volume/product A2 difference, quality + interaction ownership - 
few product A2 suppliers) + Difference of buyer/senior 
product A2+ level + 
Low performance Negative 
depot - interaction 
Non-compliance - technical level - 
2a Uncompetitive (small volume) - Product/service Positive Competitiveness 
Replaceable (commodity, quality better than interaction + of other 
alternatives) - competition + suppliers (cost 
Uncompetitive (small volume, structure, cheap 
produce above spec, cheap imports, imports, 
cost structure relative to others) - volume) - 
Replaceable (commodity, price 
more important than quality, 
alternatives) - 
2b Uncompetitive (small volume) - Product/service Positive Local not attract Employee 
Not more economic benefits of quality and more + interaction + consumer - rotation - 
local relative to other products B1- Cheap imports - 
Replaceable (commodity, 
alternatives) - 
3 Best option compared to Product/service Positive Change - Non- 
alternatives at the time (price, quality and more + interaction + compliance 
quality, new products) + with product 
specifications 
Replacement vulnerability from Shift of Foreign 
foreign supplier - interaction - supplies - 
4 Economic benefits brand + Positive Retailer I's Employee 
Not strong economic benefits to interaction + consumers not rotation - 
Retailer I- niche shoppers - Financial 
problems 
relative to 
competition 
& re- 
structuring - 
5 Uncompetitive (small volume) - Product/service Positive Low selling line Packer 
Replaceable (commodity, quality and more + interaction + structure - 
alternatives) - Low performance 
incident - 
6a Replaceable with difficulty due to Product/service Positive New supplier - Employee 
seasonal volume + quality and more + interaction + rotation - 
Position weakens after entrance of Quality declines - Change of 
new supplier - personnel - 
6b Economic benefit to Retailer E+ Investment + Positive Low consumer Small Customer's 
Not economic benefit to Supplier F interaction + demand - sizellack of need for 
resources - product 
Replaceable (commodity, improvement 
alternatives) - 
7 Not as economically important as Product/service Positive Non Employee 
their competitor due to size - quality and more + interaction + entertainment rotation - 
Replaceable (commodity, No senior level policy - 
alternatives) - relationship 
identified as a 
weakness - 
8 Replaceability with difficulty due Product/service Positive Undersupply + Location - Employee 
i i i to undersupply + quality and more + nteract on + Change - 
rotat on - 
9 Economic benefits brand + Product/service Infrequent Not invest in Employee 
Not so strong given the niche quality and more + interaction - interaction - rotation - 
naffire - 
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The conceptual framework incorporated part of the context of the relationship within the 
environmental change trigger event. However, it became evident that changes in the wider 
environment around the relationship had to be distinguished from trigger events. Some of 
these contextual factors influenced the dissolution of the relationship as soon as they appeared 
or stayed in the background of the relationship for some time (rationalisation trend). Other 
contextual factors created problems for the supplier companies (price demands of 
supermarkets, new competition, low consumer demand or declining consumer demand) or 
were not recognised as problems for the supplier companies (price concerns of supermarkets). 
6.2 RISK FACTORS 
The previous measurement and the description of the context show that some relationships 
included a hidden risk factor. The position of Supplier B, Supplier E and Supplier F (Case 6a) 
within the supply base was making them more prone to experience dissolution if 
rationalisation was going to take place. At the same time, Supplier E's lower performance 
during one incident was making them more prone to experience dissolution if rationalisation 
was going to take place. The negative interaction between Supplier A's and Retailer A's 
technologists was predisposing the relationship towards critical change if favourable 
conditions arose. 
The risk factors that were underlying the Supplier A-Retailer A and Supplier E-Retailer A 
relationship have similarities with the dyad-related predisposing factors that are seen as 
factors that facilitate the dissolution of the relationship. This is because they were increasing 
the customer's dissatisfaction and therefore the propensity of ending if the customer decided 
to re-evaluate the relationship. 
The identification of historical negative critical incidents as predisposing factors is in line with 
Holmlund-Rytkonen & Strandvik (2003) who have suggested that negative critical incidents 
taldng place during the life of the relationship may cause immediate tension but may also be 
stored in the buyer's memory and have serious effects if they are used in decisions concerning 
upgrading or downgrading of the relationship. They therefore argue that what has happened in 
the past will affect the future and negative experiences that are memorised by individuals may 
complement the understanding of predisposing ending-affecting factors. 
However, the position of the supplier relative to the position of their competitors is 
problematic in its categorisation as a predisposing factor since it does not get empirical 
support from other dissolution studies given the differences of the empirical contexts. The 
closest finding comes from Tahtinen (2001) who identified the fact that a service provider is 
rather expensive as a predisposing factor that may influence the development of the 
relationship. However, this is not what happened in these cases. The customer did not decide 
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to dissolve the relationship because the suppliers were less competitive without something 
else taking place first (rationalisation decision). 
However, by looking at the position of the supplier within the customer's supply base it is as 
if we can predict the dissolution if the customer decides to rationalise. On the one hand, the 
supplier is less able to meet the customer's economic expectations than the rest of the supply 
base. On the other hand, small suppliers are less important than big suppliers. Moreover, it is 
a factor that reflects the position of the supplier relative to the rest of the customer's supply 
base and therefore it cannot be seen as stemming from the relationship or the supplier 
company. Still, it is a factor closely related to the relationship given that it reflects the 
importance of the supplier to the customer. 
Something that comes out from the Supplier E case concerning the previous finding is that 
things that had happened in the past created the "predisposition" of that supplier towards 
being rationalised. For instance, when Supplier E's grower agreed to supply Retailer A with 
cheaper standard product El they were left with a niche product with no prospects of growth. 
This then influenced the evolution of the relationship and resulted in the "predisposition" of 
being the smallest supplier in the base. 
A similar observation comes out from the Supplier H case. Although the previous table did 
not reveal many negative factors the case showed that as the years went by the supplier's 
position was continuously weakening. So, what had happened in the past created the 
"predisposition" of Supplier H towards being rationalised. 
Risk factors were also hiding within the supplier and customer organisation and were making 
the relationship more prone to experience change. The continuous rotation of employees' 
supermarket policy was inclining every relationship towards change without this meaning that 
it did have an effect on every relationship. Supplier A's structure of ownership and the 
headquarters' non-compliant culture was making the relationship more prone to experience 
conflict. The small size of Supplier F and the lack of resources were increasing the likelihood 
for them not to be able to meet Retailer E's continuous investment needs. Supplier C's non- 
compliance with the product specifications was adding risk to the future of the relationship. 
The seeds for a critical event to take place were sown a long time before the critical event did 
take place. Finally, Supplier H acknowledged that they were in the wrong part of the country 
for growing certain crops. The location was lying in the background adding vulnerability to 
the relationship and it ultimately made them more prone to face quality problems which then 
led to the decision to stop the production of certain crops (product H2). 
These factors correspond to the actor-related predisposing factors identified in dissolution 
studies (Halinen & Tahtinen, 2002). This time however the risk factor within Supplier C was 
225 
problematic in its categorisation given that it is not associated with a static company factor 
that increases the likelihood for an event to take place and be perceived as critical. Rather it is 
the critical event in a sleeping condition. Although it is not clear that it should be seen as a 
predisposing factor it is a factor that pre-exists without being overt and something that 
increases the likelihood of a critical event without being a critical event yet. However, bearing 
in mind Edvardsson & Roos (2001) thoughts citing Taylor (1991), a negative incident is one 
that has the potential or actual ability to create adverse outcomes for the individual. Thus, they 
indicate that the definition includes incidents that have not occurred but are perceived as 
potentially threatening as well as those that have occurred and are perceived as harmful. 
Under this view it seems that Supplier C's practice could be seen as a critical event that has 
not occurred yet but is potentially threatening for the relationship as soon as it becomes 
identified. 
In addition, Supplier G's non-investment in socialising with the buyer is a factor that may 
have hindered the development of the personal relationship with the buyer. However, if this 
factor is considered in isolation it cannot be assumed that it would create favourable ground 
for something to happen and be perceived as precipitating by the opposite party. Moreover, 
since it is a practice outside the ethical business standards it cannot be seen as a factor that 
would have created a mismatch between the expectations of the buyer and the supplier in 
terms of the way of "working". For this reason it will not be classified as an actor or dyad- 
related predisposing factor but as a factor that added vulnerability to the relationship since it 
had the ability to influence the development of the relationship with the buyer. 
The Supplier I case identified the lack of interaction between individuals from the two sides as 
a result of the fact that the supplier did not invest time and effort to meet and interact with the 
other side. It is not clear whether it should be seen as a negative factor given that from the 
supplier's point of view it was not identified as a weakness. However, it can be assumed that 
more frequent interaction could have enabled the personal relationship between the two sides 
to develop which could have resulted in the two sides having a more positive interaction about 
the product delisting and perhaps other issues. 
From the customer side, the employee rotation policy is seen as a factor that inclines the 
relationship towards change. The views of the suppliers were that they "want to make a 
mark", "new people come in with new ideas", "you sort of start again" when the buyer 
changes. These comments indicate that a new person may decide to introduce changes even 
though the business relationship until this point in time was satisfactory for the previous 
buyer. The literature does not give examples to support the argument that the customer 
employee rotation policy is a predisposing factor. However, it can be argued that the rotation 
policy increases the likelihood that a new person may perceive things differently or that a new 
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person may have different expectations from the suppliers. It could therefore be seen as a 
factor that predisposes a critical change or dissolution. 
The difficult financial position of Retailer I relative to the competition and the imminent re- 
structuring was also identified as a negative customer-related factor in the Supplier D case. 
The financial difficulties of Retailer I which were very important during that particular time 
made them perceive the fact that they matched the Retailer B's price as very critical. So, this 
factor increased the seriousness of the problem for Retailer 1. It will not however be seen as a 
predisposing factor but as a factor that became connected with the effect of the trigger and 
made the economic dissatisfaction of Retailer I so intense. This is because the financial 
problems of Retailer I due to the re-structuring were not a pre-existing factor but something 
that took place during that period of time. 
Moreover, the declining consumer demand of traditional produce in the Supplier H case was a 
network/context factor that predisposed the performance of new products. The new products 
were introduced in a period where consumers were moving away from traditional fresh- 
produce products and therefore it was more likely that they were not going to attract demand 
and in turn for the customer not to realise enough economic benefits from the relationship. 
This finding follows Akerlund's (2004) thinking who identified the economic recession as 
predisposing the development of the relationships under her study. She suggested that during 
the recession period it was more likely for the customer to find the quality of the financial 
advice as low. 
The same argument can be made for the Supplier F-Retailer E case. There it was indicated 
that the demand for the product F3 did not meet the expectations of Supplier F and it hindered 
among other things their ability to be profitable. The fact that the demand for that type of 
product was at a certain point was predisposing the future of the relationship because Supplier 
F was counting on the expected demand to be profitable and be able to continue. 
Moreover, most relationships were operating in a network with the inherent trend of 
rationalisation. Even though rationalisation did not affect every relationship it was adding 
vulnerability to the specific relationships rather than if they were operating in a different 
network. Finally, most relationships were operating in a network with availability of 
alternative sources of supply. This network factor has been identified as predisposing the 
dissolution by Tahtinen (2001) and Halinen & Tahtinen (2002). In their writings the 
predisposition of this factor is not very well explained other than saying that when the 
network has many alternatives and the industry is dynamic with constant technological 
changes then the technological change may offer the customer the chance to re-evaluate its 
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relationships. This means that the relationship is more prone to ending in a dynamic network 
with many alternatives. 
In this setting it is not easy to identify how the availability of alternatives predisposed the 
ending of certain relationships following the logic of the previous example. It can be argued 
however that in the specific context where the competition among supermarket customers is 
so intense there is always the chance for the existing relationship to be re-evaluated on price 
terms. This also means that the relationship is more prone to ending in a competitive 
environment with many alternatives that compete for the customer's business. This scenario 
appeared in the Supplier B-Retailer I case (2b) and the weakening of the Supplier H's 
relationship with Retailer I. 
It should also be noted that according to the theory predisposing factors already exist from the 
beginning of the relationship and may incline its dissolution. Most of the factors that were 
categorised as predisposing in this setting did not exist from the beginning of the relationship, 
so in strict terms they should not be seen as predisposing. However, the later argument of 
Holmlund-Rytkonen & Strandvik (2003) who identified critical incidents that have taken 
place in the past as expanding the predisposing factors indicates that predisposing factors refer 
to the past and may not always exist from the beginning of the relationship. 
6.3 TRIGGERS 
The findings of the study supported the hypothesis that an event triggers the dissolution of the 
relationship but also came to clarify the initial propositions. The a priori categorisation of 
triggers in rationalisation, change of buyer, technical faults and environmental changes was 
supported. The findings showed the effect of rationalisation in case 1, case 2a, case 5, case 6a 
and case 8; the change of buyer effect in case 2b, case 7, case 8; the effect of technical faults 
in case 8 and the effect of environmental changes in case 1, case 3 and case 4. The source of 
the trigger was the customer (rationalisation, change of buyer), the dyad (technical faults) or 
the environment (environmental changes). 
However, the first clarification on the initial trigger proposition came from the findings in 
certain cases. Both the Supplier A (Case 1) and Supplier D (Case 4) dissolutions were 
triggered from the action taken by Retailer B. This event complemented the category of 
environmental changes and confirmed the writings of Flint et al. (1997) who have identified 
actions taken by the customer's competitors as an environmental-located trigger event that 
may initiate change for the customer. Likewise, the first time the Supplier B (Case 2a) 
relationship dissolved, the ending was triggered by the re-structuring of Retailer G. This event 
perhaps fits within the rationalisation category if it is broadened to include the fact that 
Retailer G re-structured and as a consequence it rationalised its suppliers. 
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In addition, the dissolution of the Supplier F-Retailer E (Case 6b) relationship happened when 
the supplier refused to invest in the relationship. This trigger may be seen as complementing 
the technical fault category given that the refusal to invest for the improvement of the product 
offering describes the technical dimension of the relationship. Finally, the Supplier I (Case 9) 
product delisting happened as a result of the change of buyer. However, the change of buyer 
occurred as a result of the re-structuring and on this occasion it seems like it is not possible to 
isolate the re-structuring from the change of buyer. Halinen et a]. (1999) identified the change 
of people in high hierarchical levels as an event that triggers critical change because it is often 
preceded by a change in the company's strategy. Although the example does not exactly 
reflect the present situation it could still be argued that the trigger fits to the change of buyer 
category. 
The second clarification came from the observation that more than one trigger brought about 
the dissolution of some relationships. On the one hand, the dissolution of some relationships 
was split in two or more stages during time. For example, the Supplier A and Supplier H 
relationships were dissolved in stages given that the suppliers were offering more than one 
product to their customers. So, it was logical to observe more than one trigger in different 
points in time and see the dissolution of each product as separate. Moreover, in the Supplier B 
case (2a) the relationship was reactivated after its first dissolution and then dissolved again 
after some time. 
Something different was however observed in the Supplier C case where the first trigger, the 
new competitive offer, resulted in the decline of the relationship but the dissolution took place 
when Retailer A found out about Respondent C's accusations. So, the first trigger did not 
initiate the dissolution of the relationship but it nevertheless had an adverse effect on it and 
resulted in a significant change. As a finding it fits with the broad view of trigger events 
saying that the trigger initiates change (Flint et al., 1997) and with those that refer to partial 
switching (Roos, 1999). It also fits with the way Coulter & Ligas (2000) described dissolution 
in that the first trigger, the breakdown trigger, entered the relationship into the breakdown 
phase where it seems that something has changed in the mind of the customer until another 
trigger, the final one, resulted in exit. 
The last finding expands the way trigger events were conceptualised in this study. First, it 
adds a fifth category to the triggers given that it does not fit with any of the four categories. 
Moreover, even though it was initially hypothesised that more than one trigger may take place 
for dissolution to happen, this scenario was suggesting that after the first trigger the 
relationship is restored until something else happens that brings back memories and makes the 
customer to exit. This scenario was close to the one suggested by Coulter & Ligas (2000) 
bearing in mind that dissolution in the service context inspired the proposed framework. So, 
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according to them, after the first trigger the relationship enters the breakdown phase where the 
relationship continues. During this phase the customer may receive positive experiences 
and/or more negative experiences and may also start assessing the costs of switching until the 
determinant incident takes place and causes the dissolution of the relationship. 
In the case at hand, the competitive offer trigger resulted in the decline of the relationship and 
the relationship continued. So, it fits with the rationale that the relationship broke down but it 
seems that it stabilised in this form from the customer's perspective and for a period of time 
the customer did not receive any other negative experiences. After the first trigger something 
changed in the mind of the customer in that they knew that another supplier was better than 
Supplier C and in actual terms given that Supplier C became the small supplier. The 
interaction between the trigger and the state of the relationship in the framework was 
suggesting that the trigger may have a negative effect on the relationship and this case 
explained that the relationship can stabilise for some time in a weakened state until something 
else happens. 
Itaving aside the previous observations about the number of triggers it is also evident that the 
trigger may or may not be the reason for the dissolution or the weakening of the relationship. 
The trigger was the same with the reason for the dissolution in the Supplier H case when it 
was observed that they lost their product HIO business due to their problematic performance 
and when they discontinued some products due to unprofitability. In the Supplier F (Case 6b) 
dissolution the trigger was the reason for the dissolution given that Retailer E decided to 
switch when they refused to invest in the relationship. Moreover, in the Supplier C case the 
reason for the initial breakdown was the same with the trigger. As such, the relationship 
changed when Retailer A perceived the new offer as better than Supplier C's. 
If the trigger in the rest of the cases was not the reason for the dissolution then this means that 
the trigger had a different influence in the dissolution. In the Supplier C case (accusations 
trigger), Supplier A case and Supplier D case (Retailer B action trigger) it was shown that the 
trigger gave the energy for other events to take place and promote the dissolution. So, the 
trigger becomes part of explaining why the relationship ended because if it did not occur then 
the chain of events would not have been triggered. 
In the cases where the change of buyer was identified as a trigger the explanation of what was 
the trigger is not an easy task. Following the supplier's story in the Supplier B case (2b) it was 
suggested that both the change of buyer and Retailer I's cost reduction strategy combined to 
trigger the ending. It seems therefore that the new person started thinking about the change in 
the supply base driven by a change in Retailer I's strategy meaning that something influenced 
the new buyer's decision making. The same thing can be said about the Supplier G case where 
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it seems that the new buyer's special treatment by the supplier's competitor influenced the 
buyer's decision making about the future of the supply base. Likewise, in the Supplier H case 
there were occasions where the change of buyer resulted in the discontinuation of products or 
loss of volume. Finally, in the Supplier I case all started when the Retailer C's buyer was 
replaced. Again something influenced the new buyer to take the decision and delist one of 
Supplier I's products. 
What emerges from these examples is a question about the trigger. Is it appropriate to suggest 
that the trigger was the change of buyer or it is more appropriate to say that the trigger was 
what seems to have influenced the buyer's decision? It may also be argued that both the 
change of buyer and the influence in the buyer's decision combined to trigger the dissolution 
or that these two are inseparable. Other studies that have identified the change of the 
personnel as a critical event or a trigger to the dissolution explain that a change of people in 
high hierarchical levels can be influential as it is often preceded by a change in the company's 
strategy (Halinen et al., 1999). This example does not seem to explain what happens within 
this context because in most of the cases the change of the personnel was followed by a 
change in the company's direction. 
Bearing in mind that the new buyer started these dissolution paths then the change of buyer is 
influential because every person has a different way of interpreting situations and deciding the 
future of the relationship. So, the most appropriate way of explaining the trigger could be that 
the change of buyer is the trigger because it is the person that interprets the situation whereas 
the factors that may influence the buyer's decision making are part of the episode that has as 
an outcome the ending of the relationship. The change of buyer trigger within this context 
may also be related to the competitive offer trigger in terms of its effect on the state of the 
relationship. A new competitor is an influential trigger because it triggers the assessment of 
the existing situation relative to the new one. The change of buyer trigger is an influential 
trigger because it may sometimes trigger the assessment of the existing situation with a new 
one. The change of buyer trigger effect supports the study of Pressey & Mathews (2003) who 
identified that "a new buyer comes in with a new broom and has a complete sweep". 
Moreover, the Supplier G case showed that the new buyer moved the relationship to the point 
where the buyer was considering the ending or continuation of the Supplier G relationship 
through the merged company. If Retailer A had not objected Supplier G would have merged 
with their competitor. So, it seems that the first trigger was followed by a second trigger 
outside the focal relationship which made the supplier this time to end the relationship. This 
case complements the previous observations that the first trigger gives energy to the 
dissolution path and other events may follow that promote the dissolution. 
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Finally, the rationalisation trigger suggests that a change in the customer's strategy initiates 
the dissolution path. However, the trigger does not explain by itself the dissolution given that 
it initiates the re-evaluation of the relationship and the fact that the customer perceives the 
relationship as no longer beneficial becomes the reason for the dissolution. In the services 
context it has been found that when there is a change in the situation of the customer then the 
existing relationship may no longer fit the new situation of the customer. For instance, if the 
customer moves houses then the location of the service provider may no longer be convenient 
and this is what makes the customer exit (Michalski, 2004). If the change of strategy is related 
to the previous example then both the change of strategy and the fact that the relationship is 
no longer beneficial explain why the relationship ends. 
In this context the trigger construct is an important element for explaining dissolution because 
it is the critical event that puts the relationship into the ending or weakening process. So, even 
in those cases where the trigger was the reason for the dissolution there was always an effect 
of the trigger on the customer's perception of the relationship. This means that first the trigger 
led to a change in the customer's mind and then the relationship weakened or ended. For 
instance, the competitive offer trigger first resulted in the change in the customer's mind by 
comparing the new with the old offer and then the relationship broke down. This is in line 
with the views of Roos (2002) who suggests that the trigger sensitises the customer to the 
switching determinant. 
The difference between the trigger and the reason for the dissolution is also evident from the 
responses to the questionnaire. The question in the survey asked respondents to indicate the 
reason for the dissolution given that a question about what triggered the dissolution did not 
seem appropriate. The answers sometimes reflected the trigger (eg change of buyer, 
rationalisation) but on other occasions they reflected the underlying reason for the dissolution 
(eg refusal to reduce prices in case 2a, case 4) and in some cases the whole question of trigger 
events was better understood once the interview had taken place (eg case 3, case 7). 
The finding that the trigger is different from the reason of the dissolution as well as the fact 
that a series of events take place and move the relationship to the end are in line with those 
studies that have used the notion of the trigger in explaining dissolution (Michalski, 2004; 
Coulter & Ligas, 2000) and have suggested that many events may precipitate the dissolution 
of the relationship (Halinen & Tahtinen, 2002). 
Moreover, another issue arose from the Supplier D case when it was observed that the 
delisting made Supplier D to withdraw their product from Retailer B in order to restore the 
Retailer I relationship and protect their relationship with Retailer A and Retailer D. The 
Retailer B action therefore triggered the Supplier D-Retailer I dissolution which then triggered 
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the Supplier D-Retailer B dissolution. The movement of change from one dyad to another 
reflects the network dynamics proposed by Halinen et al. (1999) and show the 
interdependence of relationships in the network they operate. The same can be argued about 
the effect of the Retailer B action in the focal relationship. A change in that relationship 
triggers change in the focal relationship. 
The interdependence of relationships in networks was also highlighted in the Supplier G case 
where it was shown that Supplier G could not continue the relationship with Retailer D 
because Retailer A was not in favour of this scenario. The reason behind Retailer A's 
opposition was that they felt that the merged company would concentrate more on Retailer D 
and not them 
6.4 SOCIAL DIMENSION 
The general impression of the way individuals interacted with each other was positive and 
across the cases it was mentioned that the relationship was good at some point in time. 
However, the good general climate of interaction meant different things across the cases, and 
was not equally good or did not exist at all levels of management or became worse as time 
went by. 
Because the interaction between individuals lies at the heart of the business relationship the 
social dimension of the relationship operates at both the individual and company level. This 
means that it was not possible to isolate completely the people from the companies they 
represented. As such, the expression most often used to describe the relationship was "we had 
a good relationship". When people went on to describe the good relationship they referred to 
the communication between individuals from the two sides, the extent to which individuals 
worked together, how people from the two sides engaged at the personal level, the way in 
which the buyers and the technologists were helping the supplier on business issues and the 
extent to which people from the two sides were close outside the working environment. 
Although no one used the same words to describe the interaction between individuals from the 
two sides there were both similarities and differences between the cases. For example, 
Supplier A and Supplier F both used to work together with their customers. However, 
Supplier A formed relationships at both the senior and lower management level whereas 
Supplier F had a relationship only at the lower management level with both Retailer A and 
Retailer E. Supplier C and Supplier E were interacting with their customers' employees 
outside the working environment although it seemed that Supplier C had a closer relationship 
with the other side outside the working environment. Even though the degree of 
Communication was not the same, Supplier B, Supplier G and Supplier H explained how 
individuals from the customer side were helping them on business matters. 
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The purpose here is not to show which case had the strongest social dimension merely at the 
personal level. This is because we cannot know how the people from the customer side felt 
about the people from the supplier side. Moreover, we cannot compare different relationships: 
even though Supplier A had a good relationship with senior people from Retailer A this does 
not mean that they had a more favourable relationship as individuals than others who did not. 
It rather means that Supplier A had a more favourable business relationship than other 
companies who were not as important as Supplier A. 
Thus, the way the social dimension of the relationship has been described within the cases did 
not indicate the extent to which individuals from the two sides were working together or 
socializing outside the working environment and as a result they had a stronger social bond 
between them than those that did not engage in these activities. The interaction showed why 
the interviewees thought they had a good relationship with the opposite party. It also showed 
how important was the supplier to the customer or what was important to the customer. 
For example, when it was observed that Supplier A had a good interaction with senior people 
from Retailer A it meant that the supplier was important to Retailer A. Supplier F also argued 
that the reason they had a good relationship and frequent communication with the technical 
manager was because they were an important seasonal supplier during that time. Moreover, 
the task that the two suppliers had to perform for their customers required frequent interaction. 
When Supplier B suggested that during the early days they were supplying Retailer G the 
buyer was supportive and afterwards the relationship became arm's length and the buyer's 
concern was only on price, the change in the interaction demonstrated a shift in the priorities 
of Retailer G. Something similar was observed in the Supplier C and Supplier H case where 
there was a change in the interaction and the behaviour of people from the customer side as 
competition intensified. 
Even though the social interaction was sometimes used as an indicator it was also possible to 
identify from the cases the role of people and personal relationships in the evolution of the 
business relationship. The section that follows will explain the similarities and differences 
between the cases with respect to the role of people and personal relationships in promoting or 
preventing the dissolution of the relationship. Even though it is not always possible to separate 
the personal from the business relationship the purpose is to show how the personal 
relationship is destroyed from the supplier's actions. Examples will also appear that 
demonstrate how people can perform actions and damage the supplier company and the 
business relationship as well as how the lack of the personal relationship can influence the 
dissolution. 
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6.4.1 The Role of People and Personal Relationships in Promoting Dissolution 
Since people represent the companies they work for and they are the ones that decide the 
upgrade or downgrade and continuation or ending of a business relationship then the 
behaviour and attitude of people from the supplier company in task or non-task issues affect 
the feelings of the other side and the development or not of the business relationship. The 
following examples demonstrate how the relationship between individuals gets worse and/or 
what effect the bad functioning relationship can have for the supplier company. 
In this respect, the refusal of Supplier A to comply with Retailer A's requests (behaviour) 
worsened the relationship between the two respective technical managers. Moreover, it seems 
that the attitude of Supplier A's technical manager aggravated even more the feelings of 
Retailer A's technologist. 
The consequence of the poor personal relationship became evident when Supplier A blamed 
Retailer A's technical manager for not warning them that their non-compliance would affect 
them in the rationalisation and they suggested that this happened because Retailer A's 
technical manager did not have a good relationship with their technical manager. According to 
Supplier A, Retailer A's technical manager did not perform its work duties properly. So, it 
seems that one of the basic functions that people fulfil, the information exchange (Halinen & 
Salmi, 2001), was not performed by Retailer A's technical manager. In hindsight, Supplier A 
acknowledged that if they had changed their technical manager then another person might 
have had the social skill to develop a better relationship even though they would still not have 
chosen to comply with Retailer A's requests. In this instance, they could have known about 
the criticality of their non-compliance and react to protect the relationship. 
With this in mind, it is possible to understand how important the management of the personal 
relationship is irrespective of business issues, which brings in the foreground the views of 
those who suggest that the attitude of the representative during the interpersonal interaction 
contributes to the customer's satisfaction (Holmlund, 2001; Homburg & Rudolph, 2001). 
Moreover, in the context of critical episodes and using the words of Supplier A the finding 
suggests that "there is more ways of saying no". This therefore indicates that it is not always 
what is said that matters but how it is said. 
This appears to be in line with Bandiarn et al. (2003) who integrated in their partnership 
framework dialectical theory from social relationships. They therefore argue that the 
communication skills of the individual are important for handling disagreements with one of 
those being the editing which refers to the way the individual is able to refrain from using 
negative nonverbal and verbal exchange. From their findings it was evident that even when 
the party had to say no to the customer this happened with effort to negotiate and talk about it. 
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The finding of this study however seems to say more about the importance of communication 
skills during conflict episodes. It is also in line with Stewart (1998b) who found that it was not 
the problem per se that was being evaluated by the customer but the supplier's representative 
attitude. The interpersonal skill is therefore important for the well being of the personal 
interaction as Ulaga (2003) has also noted. 
As far as the non-compliance of Supplier A is concerned it is evident that it also had an 
important consequence on the personal relationship between the two managers. This is 
because different feelings arise from non-compliance and for instance making a mistake. It 
was therefore the interplay of the behaviour and the attitude of Supplier A's manager towards 
the other party that had created negative feelings to Retailer A's manager. The intensity of the 
situation can therefore be seen as personal conflict. Moreover, the combination of the 
behaviour and the attitude perhaps makes it more clear to understand why conflict about 
business issues becomes personalised, a link that is not clear in the current literature (Reid et 
al., 2004). 
Similarly, the accusations of Respondent C against Retailer A's staff destroyed the personal 
relationship between the two sides and had a severe consequence on the business relationship. 
The accusations were about the ethics of Retailer A's staff and it could be argued that this 
would have created anger and resent. Once Retailer A found out about the accusations 
Supplier C's non-compliance with the product specifications was also revealed. 
This case showed that if people from the customer side feel so negatively about the other party 
their reaction may have a great impact on the business relationship and the supplier company. 
However, it cannot be known how Retailer A would have reacted if the technical issue had not 
been revealed. Moreover, it cannot be known how they would have reacted if they had 
identified the non-compliance but Supplier C had not made the accusations. 
Still, the case seems to suggest a certain dynamism of people turning against one person based 
on how Retailer A felt about the accusations. Moreover, it shows how the personal 
relationship between individuals is destroyed and it contributes to the findings of Halinen & 
Salmi (2001). Moreover, it is close to one incident examined by AlaJoutsijarvi et al. (2000) 
where the one party's harsh words gave rise to more harsh words by the other party that is 
destructive behaviour. It is also somewhat in line with Hibbard et al. (2001) who argued that 
the more harmful the supplier's action the more negative the customer's response which 
brings a desire for retributive justice. 
The Supplier G case in particular shows the supplier's perception of what happened that is the 
buyer was entertained by their competitor and therefore the buyer wanted to make them a 
favour. This finding supports the view of those who have argued that the provision of 
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preferential treatment to individual buyers in the form of entertainment, gifts or other benefits 
can influence the buyer's judgment and enhance the business relationship (Fisher, 2007). 
Even though the buyer's decision to merge or rationalise Supplier G might have been 
influenced by the good relationship with Supplier ZI given that in either case Supplier ZI was 
going to be in control of the base, the fact that the buyer decided to merge was not necessarily 
bad for Supplier G. It seems that Supplier G focused more on the sudden rationalisation 
decision of the buyer although they acknowledged that they were facing a quality problem and 
that they were not kicked out. Either way Supplier G's view was that the buyer wanted to 
make a mark and also that the buyer was corrupted. 
Supplier H also argued that some of their competitors might have been offering holidays or 
dinners to the buyers and for this reason they were gaining volume over them. Both the 
Supplier G and Supplier H examples show how the management of the personal relationship 
with the provision of benefits unrelated to business benefits can influence the buyer's 
judgment which also indicates their human nature and their personal needs. 
Supplier H further suggested that a new buyer took part of their product H9 volume away 
either because the buyer had a better personal relationship with their competitor or because the 
buyer received a better price. This example shows that liking someone more can also 
influence the buyer's judgment, all else being equal. This supports the view of Tellefsen & 
Thomas (2005) who have found that when the buyer likes the salesperson and enjoys doing 
business with the particular individual then its personal commitment increases and also of 
those who have found the positive effect of personal relationships and social bonds on the 
maintenance of business relationships (Lindgreen, 2000; Wilson, 1995). Ulaga (2003) also 
identified examples where the buyer could make decisions on the basis of how he feels about 
the supplier. 
The example that demonstrates the way people can perform actions and damage the supplier is 
the dissolution of the case 6a relationship which shows that the new technologist together with 
the buyer perceived that they had to rationalise Supplier F in secrecy and integrate their 
principal grower in the sourcing base of one of their preferred suppliers. However, Supplier F 
had been rationalised from other supermarkets due to their small size and people from these 
organisations followed the formal rules of the rationalisation procedure. It could also be 
argued that another team of people from the same organisation might not have decided to 
Perform this action. 
This example shows initially that Retailer A's staff wanted to improve the grower base of a 
particular supplier even though they had more suppliers. This seems to suggest that there was 
a preference for that supplier over the rest. It also seems to show how people's personality 
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influence the way they act. On the other hand, it may be that the company environment 
supports this kind of behaviour for employees. In either instance it shows an opportunistic 
behaviour for the benefit of the customer company and not taldng into consideration the 
consequence on the supplier. 
The literature has also indicated that people from the supplier organisation can harm their own 
company if they identify with the customer side (Ford et al., 1998). Something similar was 
identified in case 3 when an employee of Supplier C took action against the interests of his 
own employer. Although the fact that he formed a company with Supplier C's foreign supplier 
behind his employer's back does not indicate that he identified with Retailer A's interests it 
shows how employees can harm the companies they represent. However, Supplier C 
acknowledged that if they had managed the employee relationship and had incentivised him 
properly then he might not have turned against them. 
Moreover, the comparison between case I and case 4 shows that in both of them a problem 
was created inside the customer organisation from the action taken by Retailer B. As such, 
Retailer I delisted only the brand of Supplier D and the change did not transmit to the own- 
label side of the business but Retailer A rationalised completely Supplier A even though they 
were not a product Al supplier to them any more. So, it seems that Retailer A's staff feelings 
were so intense, "they (Retailer A) were hell bent at that stage", that made them react in a 
11 childish " way as Supplier A suggested. 
On the other hand, Retailer I did not decide to penalise Supplier D overall. Supplier D 
commented in general about this issue and said that "when you don't say yes, the relationship 
goes bad" but also that "in certain incidences, certain bits of business are certain bits of 
business, they are not about the whole relationship ... they like to look at things very 
compartmentalised, like it's a problem on this product, it's not like well they didn't give us 
that so I am going to penalise them on the rest of the business ". 
The two cases show that the negative feelings were created from the refusal of Supplier D to 
compensate Retailer I and the economic consequences that Retailer A was facing for which 
Supplier A was blamed. Both Retailer I and Retailer A got back to Supplier D and Supplier A 
because they were dissatisfied. However, Retailer I's punitive action was restricted in 
delisting most of the branded product line whereas they could have done more. But Retailer 
A's punitive action was not restricted. Although case I and case 4 are not directly comparable 
given that Supplier A was no longer a product AI supplier and therefore Retailer A's response 
would have most probably been directed towards those product areas they were supplying to 
them, the comparison and the thoughts of the interviewees show that there are different 
degrees of reacting to a negative experience. 
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It is not evident however whether these two cases should be seen as being determined by the 
extent to which people from the customer side took things personally but the comparison 
shows that if there are degrees of reacting to almost similar situations then it seems that the 
reaction is controlled by people acting on their human nature. 
In addition, both cases showed how customers responded to a significant problem for their 
business and is in line with those who have found that when the stakes are high and the other 
party is blamed for the problem then the response of the dissatisfied party is not a positive 
discussion for finding a solution but threat of exit and negative voice (Hibbard et al. 2001). 
6.41 The Crisis Insurance Role of People and their Feelings 
The evidence across the cases showed whether the personal relationship could have prevented 
the dissolution and how suppliers could have used the personal relationship to prevent the 
dissolution. The crisis insurance role of personal relationships was therefore recognised 
(Halinen & Salmi, 2001). In this respect, Supplier H argued that when Retailer I decided to 
rationalise, new people had started working for Retailer I and therefore all the people that they 
historically dealt with who knew about them were no longer there to ask them for help. With 
this argument Supplier H suggested that their history could not make a difference through the 
help of the people. On the other hand, the loyalty of Retailer E and Retailer D to Respondent 
C was what prevented the customers from switching to the new competitor. 
In contrast, Supplier E suggested that the good personal relationship that existed between 
them and Retailer A's senior director was going to make the senior manager's decision to 
rationalise them difficult but it was not able to prevent their rationalisation even if they had 
socialised even more with the senior director. However, they suggested that if they did not 
have a good relationship they would not have been able to secure an extension of supply after 
their rationalisation. Similarly, Supplier D argued that they can have a good relationship with 
individuals from the customer side but this is not able to get in the way of individuals when 
they have to make business decisions. Supplier H also argued that the buyer with whom they 
had a good personal relationship was willing to help them during the rationalisation period but 
was unable to intervene. 
However, Supplier F (Case 6a) argued that the fact that their competitors were the preferred 
suppliers of the technologist and the buyer and they did not have a relationship with them had 
an effect on their rationalisation. Moreover, Supplier G acknowledged that if they had 
developed a good personal relationship with the senior management of Retailer D then they 
could have resorted to the good personal contact when the new buyer decided to merge or 
rationalise them and then the senior manager could have reversed the buyer's decision. They 
could have also treated preferentially the buyer which could have reversed the situation. 
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The last example clearly demonstrates the way the good personal contact can play the crisis 
insurance role and is in line with Halinen & Salmi (2001) who have argued that good personal 
contacts are sometimes cultivated so that they can be resorted to and solve crisis situations. 
Ford et al. (1998) also recognise that the good personal relationship between senior people 
from the two sides can also be used when the buyer decides to change the supplier. Supplier 
H's argument also showed how personal relationships can be used for the supplier's benefit 
meaning that sometimes people who know us for years may be willing to help for the sake of 
old times but if they are not the decision makers then it is not possible. However, the Supplier 
E and Supplier D examples are in line with the views of Halinen & Salmi (2001) who have 
argued that the good personal relationship is not able to prevent the dissolution when the 
relationship cannot meet one of the party's organisational goals. 
Supplier F's argument contradicts this view but when the case 6a is taken as a whole it does 
not demonstrate the way the good personal relationship can prevent the rationalisation. 
Although the interviewee should have been probed further to expWn his view bearing in mind 
the rest of his views it seems that Retailer A's staff had preferred suppliers on the basis of 
their big size and contribution to the supply base and they could not afford not to retain them. 
Supplier H made a similar comment with Supplier F when they indicated that their 
rationalisation was partly determined by the fact that the last technologist working for Retailer 
I had favourite suppliers and they did not have a good relationship with the technologist. 
However, they also made an argument against that saying that by that time Retailer I had 
decided who they were going to retain and that they were not big enough to be maintained 
compared to other suppliers. So, the technologist's job was to find evidence of poor 
performance. 
Supplier B also argued at some point that when Retailer G re-structured the buyer wanted to 
retain its favourite suppliers. Later, they acknowledged that they do not believe that an honest 
relationship can exist between a buyer and a commodity supplier when the only thing that 
matters is price. So, again it appears that the good personal relationship cannot get in the way 
- and it may not exist, as Supplier B indicated to the extent that it can overcome business 
criteria. 
The Supplier C example indicates that loyalty to a person may prevent the customer from 
switching even when the customer receives a more competitive offer. This finding showed 
that Retailer E and Retailer D passed the true test of loyalty, unlike Retailer A, and 
demonstrated in line with the propositions of dedication-based relationship maintenance that a 
company committed out of economic need would break the existing relationship and switch to 
a competitor whereas a company committed out of loyalty would not (Bendapudi & Berry, 
1997; Gilliland & Bello, 2002; Oliver, 1999). The finding also shows the attachment that 
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people from the customer side felt for the supplier's owner and gave indication for the 
existence of personal loyalty or personal commitment at the affective level. 
It also contradicts the findings of Wathne et al. (2001) who identified that close personal 
relationships do not moderate the effect of a new competitor's superior price on the 
customer's likelihood of switching or Buttle et al. (2002) who also identified that social 
relationships are not always strong enough to withstand economic pressures. 
In the dissolution of Supplier F's relationship with Retailer E they suggested that "even 
though they (Retailer E) were loyal to us, theyfelt that we were not offering exactly what they 
wanted" which shows that Retailer E's loyalty towards them could not counteract the fact that 
Supplier F was not able to provide what they wanted. This example indicates that Retailer E's 
loyalty was an emotional attachment beyond the economic value of the relationship but 
supported by it and not possible to prevent them from thinking rationally under the 
circumstances. 
Pillai & Sharma (2003) theoretically propose that it is possible for trust and commitment to 
deteriorate under certain circumstances. Even though their theoretical propositions do not 
seem to explain the present finding they give the example of M&S who dropped their 
suppliers when competitive intensity in the UK market increased. They further argued that 
loyalty can foster relationship duration and provide benefits to the company under the 
appropriate partner selection. If the partner is not suitable then the relationship may be 
downgraded from a relational to a transactional orientation where the customer disengages. 
Moreover, the history of the Supplier C-Retailer A relationship was not able to counteract the 
way Retailer A's staff was feeling about Respondent C later on - they were unable to forget 
about the accusations and the non-compliance with the product specifications and continue 
the relationship as if nothing had happened, something that became evident from Retailer A's 
last words to Respondent C ".... from the Retailer A's perspective we like you, you have been 
supplying usfor many years, but what happened here is unacceptable... ". Retailer A's words 
revealed positive feelings towards the supplier stemming from the history of the relationship. 
It appears that the negative feelings that were created after the accusations of Respondent C 
outweighed or even destroyed the positive feelings of Retailer A. Moreover, the revelation of 
the technical issue was influential. 
6.43 The Positive Role of People and Personal Relationships 
Themes also appeared within the cases showing how the relationship was nurtured at the 
individual level and/or what was the outcome of the good personal relationship for the given 
business relationships or for the business relationship between the customers and the 
suppliers' competition. Supplier C mentioned the way that suppliers to Retailer A were 
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expected to behave towards the customer's staff for the business relationship to be sustained 
and develop emphasising the lack of ethics of the staff. Similarly, the Supplier G and 
Supplier H examples described previously indicated how the suppliers' competitors managed 
the relationship with the buyer by fulfilling their personal needs. These findings support the 
view of those who have argued that the provision of preferential treatment to individual 
buyers can influence the buyer's judgment and enhance the business relationship (Fisher, 
2007). 
The way Supplier C's employee managed to enter the product CI market showed how he used 
the interaction with his counterparts to identify the opportunity and how the fact that he had 
cultivated the personal relationships opened the way to supply Retailer A. Even though it is 
not possible to know exactly what happened the example resembles the "door opener" 
argument made by Halinen & Salmi (2001). In their view, a pre-existing good personal 
relationship between individuals from the two companies may support the initiation of the 
business relationship. 
Within the given relationships, Supplier E argued that they were socialising with individuals 
from the customer side outside the working environment and they were cultivating the 
personal relationship with the buyers and the technical staff. In return, they were receiving 
important information that was enabling them to know what their competitors were doing, 
what Retailer A was thinking and how Retailer A was operating. Supplier B also 
acknowledged that the buyer in Retailer G was advising them on how they can improve their 
performance during the early days suggesting how the "old style of buyers wanted to build 
and help you do it". Supplier H and Supplier B also indicated how they have been helped by 
individuals in the technical department of their customers. The way they have been helped by 
those individuals when they were accepting their lower quality product without rejecting it 
indicated to them the meaning of a good relationship. 
In a similar way Supplier G suggested that the previous buyer was helping them when 
problems arose and also mentioned how important it is to be able to talk with someone when 
there is a problem. Moreover, Supplier F explained how the buyer in Retailer E tried to help 
them avoid or postpone new investments when the technologist was insisting on investing in 
new developments which demonstrates how different people interpret a situation and act. In 
addition, in the supplier's view the technologist was dictatorial whereas the buyer was a nice 
person which means that sometimes the personality of people is important on the way they 
approach the task. 
Other people also argued that the interaction depends on the personality of the buyer or the 
technologist. For example, Supplier I explained that some of the buyers are willing to engage 
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in a positive conversation and are helpful whereas others are arrogant, not willing to listen 
when they make decisions or not helpful when there is a problem even when it is their fault. 
Supplier I further suggested that they do not feel that they should invest time in cultivating the 
personal relationship with frequent interaction because some people are "normal" and there is 
no need to get to know them in order to have a positive interaction. Supplier H also suggested 
that the way the relationship works depends on the personality of the buyer and the 
technologist at the time. Ilese findings suggest that with or without cultivation of the 
personal relationship the supplier can receive the help of people from the customer side and 
information. However, this may sometimes depend on the personality of individuals. This 
means that people are not only agents of their organisation but also human beings and as the 
IMP Group (1982) argued the different personalities of individuals means that they approach 
the social exchange process in many ways. 
6.5 ECONOMIC - TECHNICAL DIMENSION 
This section will explain the commercial reasons behind the dissolution of some relationships, 
what role the commercial elements of the relationship played in preventing the dissolution as 
well as the way the trigger influenced the economic quality of the relationship for the 
customer. The role of people-the way they think and feel-will also becýme evident but their 
thinking and feeling will be related to economic and technical issues. Still, the evidence 
suggests the interplay between people and business issues in promoting or preventing the 
dissolution and indicates the effect of the trigger on the customer's perception of the 
relationship with the supplier. This section also compiles the actions that the supplier's took to 
restore the situation in the effort to explain how suppliers tried to manage the situation and 
why it appears that their effort did not produce any results. 
6.5.1 Economic and Technical Reasons for Ending the Relationship 
During the storytelling it became clear how important economic and technical criteria were 
for the maintenance of the business relationship. This was recognised from what suppliers 
said when they described the history of the relationship and it became even more apparent 
when they discussed the dissolution or the weakening of the business relationship. 
For those suppliers who were rationalised or replaced, price was one of the reasons that 
determined the dissolution. The Supplier B and Supplier E case showed that someone else was 
preferred by their customers on the basis of price whereas Supplier C lost the biggest part of 
their business to the competition partly because of price. Supplier H also mentioned how they 
were gradually losing volume to the competition on the basis of price. The Supplier F and 
Supplier H rationalisation also showed that it did not make economic sense for the customers 
to retain them given their small size relative to the competition. 
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The Supplier H and Supplier I case showed moreover that the new buyer decided to 
discontinue some of their products. In the Supplier H case it seems that there was an economic 
rationale behind the decision given that the products were not providing enough economic 
benefits to the customer. At the same time, the Retailer C buyer decided to delist one of 
Supplier I's branded lines in the effort to rationalise the product assortment and improve its 
efficiency. 
Another economically-related determinant of the dissolution was observed in the Supplier D 
and Supplier A cases. When Retailer B dropped the price of product DI and product Al in 
their stores both Retailer I and Retailer A matched the price of Retailer B and the economic 
losses were attributed to the suppliers. When Supplier D refused to compensate Retailer I for 
their losses Retailer I delisted a big part of their branded product line. On the other hand, 
Retailer A rationalised completely Supplier A. In the Supplier D case it was also indicated 
that the difficult financial position of Retailer I influenced their behaviour. It seems that they 
were the first of Supplier D's customer base to react and they were uncompromising. If they 
were not desperate for money during that time perhaps they would have negotiated in the way 
Retailer A did and Supplier D would have more time to find a solution to the problem without 
incurring the loses they did from the delisting. 
Technically-related factors also contributed to some dissolutions. The partial replacement of 
Supplier C in Retailer A was partly determined by the fact that the alternative competitive 
offer was perceived as better in technical terms. Supplier H also lost the Retailer I product 
HIO business because of the poor quality of their product. The rationalisation of Supplier E 
from Retailer A might have also been influenced by the problematic performance of the 
supplier in the past. Moreover, the replacement of Supplier F from Retailer E was determined 
by the fact that the supplier refused to continue the investment for the improvement of the 
product offering. 
Even though these factors describe the technical dimension of the relationship they all have an 
economic consequence for the customer's business. So, the low performance of the supplier 
relative to the competition and the inability of the supplier to invest in the improvement of the 
product offering are perceived as low technical quality attributes but their economic 
implication is that the customer cannot afford not to have products to sell or that the customer 
needs the extra investment in order to offer their own customers something extra. 
Leaving aside the fact that there were mainly economic reasons behind the dissolution of 
some relationships it appears that there were different ways in which the customer perceived 
these reasons. More specifically, in certain instances there was an appraisal of what the 
supplier could offer relative to what alternative options could offer and possibly the feeling of 
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dissatisfaction whereas in other instances intense negative feelings were created to the 
customer. Negative emotions because of economic reasons were identified in the Supplier A 
and in the Supplier D case. 
The Supplier G case stands out from the rest because it was not the customer who finally 
ended the relationship but the supplier. In the social section it was explained what Supplier G 
perceived to lie behind the buyer's decision to merge or rationalise them. So, they were then 
faced with the decision to merge with their competitor and risk the Retailer A relationship or 
refuse to merge and lose the Retailer D relationship. Still, it seems that because their dilemma 
was created by the buyer's decision that they attributed the blame to the buyer. 
6.51 Economic and Technical Reasons as Barriers or Perceived Barriers to the Ending 
Despite the fact that economic and technical criteria drove some relationships towards the end, 
economic and technical factors also acted as barriers to the dissolution. The Supplier A and 
Supplier B case showed that people from the customer side tried to prevent the dissolution 
influenced by the economic and technical contributions of the suppliers. The senior manager 
of Retailer A tried to prevent the dissolution since the manager perceived that the 
rationalisation could have economic consequences for Retailer A if Supplier A decided to 
withdraw the rest of their products. More specifically, it seems that Retailer A's senior 
manager perceived that Retailer A would face economic losses from not having enough 
products to sell until they replaced the big volumes Supplier A was offering. It could also be 
assumed that the manager thought that they would lose sales from not having Supplier A's 
product A2 in store. 
However, the dissatisfaction of Retailer A's technical manager was so high that nothing was 
able to stop the rationalisation of Supplier A. The thoughts of the senior manager were not 
perceived as important enough from the technical manager and the buyer to change their 
decision to rationalise Supplier A. It seems that the technologist and the buyer perceived that 
they could replace Supplier A even if they withdrew all of their business from Retailer A and 
after this experience Supplier A acknowledged that their strategy of supplying big volumes of 
many products to Retailer A in order to gain stability was not able to protect them under the 
circumstances. 
What is more, during the complete dissolution of the relationship there was no evidence of a 
turning point in the process even though Supplier A argued that (a) Retailer A liked their 
products, (b) Supplier A tried to convince them that they were not supplying product A3 to 
Retailer B and (c) they were one of the biggest suppliers of product A3 and one of the biggest 
product A2 suppliers with a product they perceived to be better than that of the competition. 
Ibis means that Retailer A's dissatisfaction was so intense that nothing was able to get in the 
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way. It also means that Retailer A perceived that they could replace Supplier A which is 
reflected in Supplier A's view that "the style in the UK is if you drop out, there are 2-3 other 
people stood there, ready to take your place" and that at the end of the day they were not 
supplying Retailer A with any "special different things they couldn't get from anybody else". 
In both examples it appears that the negative feelings of Retailer A outweighed the economic 
incentives for continuing the relationship with Supplier A. 
Although it could be argued that the words of Supplier A reveal that there were no economic 
incentives for continuing the relationship on Retailer A's part (a) the senior manager's action 
to prevent the rationalisation shows that there was a risk that Retailer A would face economic 
losses during the time they would have tried to replace Supplier A under their withdrawal 
reaction and (b) the chance that Supplier A has for restarting the product A3 relationship 
shows that there was a strong economic motive for Retailer A to maintain them. 
In the Supplier B example the Retailer G's buyer tried to prevent the dissolution because the 
buyer perceived that they were offering good product quality whereas another employee of 
Retailer I perceived that Retailer I should continue to offer local product Bl. However, the 
effort of the people from Retailer G and Retailer I was not able to counteract the main 
decision to dissolve the relationship and maintain or switch to the cheaper suppliers. 
Moreover, during the second time the Supplier B-Retailer G relationship dissolved Supplier B 
tried to convince the buyer that, given the quality of their product, they should be retained. 
Instead the buyer gave Supplier B the option to reduce their price and save the relationship 
something that Supplier B refused to do. 
In both examples price was more important than product quality and the local offering. Both 
attributes were perceived as not providing enough economic benefits to counteract the 
economic benefits that could be gained from lower prices. The Retailer G experience showed 
Supplier B that they were "narve in thinking that quality and service was a necessary 
requisite that would protect them". The Retailer I experience (or both) showed them that 
"supermarket buyers and their directors have no interest in building two-way relations with 
suppliers; they want top quality at lowest prices even if that means sourcing 'fresh" products 
from across the world,, there is no loyalty, only aggression and arrogance". 
The Supplier B-Retailer G, Retailer I and the Supplier A cases moreover stand out because 
there was a difference in the way people within the same organisation interpreted the same 
situation. In the Supplier B-Retailer I dissolution the new buyer perceived that local product 
BI was not providing any benefits to Retailer I and the buyer therefore had to switch to a 
cheaper source of supply in order to fulfil the changing organisational goals of the customer 
company. However, another buyer might have had a different perception given that the 
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previous buyers were continuously enhancing the relationship. Although it could be argued 
that the previous buyers may not have had to consider the cost reduction strategy as the new 
one it could still be suggested that different people put their own interpretation on the factors 
that surround the environment within which they operate and their perceptions drive their 
decision making. Moreover, the person who tried to prevent the ending of the relationship 
seems to have had a different view from the buyer about the same situation. 
Something similar was identified during the first time the Supplier B-Retailer G relationship 
dissolved. The new buyer chose to end the relationship with Supplier B on the basis of price 
whereas the buyer with whom Supplier B was dealing until this point in time wanted to 
maintain the relationship and tried to influence the new buyer's decision on the basis of the 
product quality they were offering. 
The Supplier A case showed that Retailer A's technologist wanted to rationalise them because 
the technologist was not happy with the failure to comply with the requests whereas Retailer 
A's senior manager had a different view. The senior manager perceived that the rationalisation 
of Supplier A would have negative consequences for Retailer A if Supplier A decided to 
withdraw all their products. Moreover, Supplier I's perception that the behaviour of the buyer 
was not the result of the re-structuring and the need to reduce the diversity of the lines but the 
result of the buyer's personality suggests that different people perceive things differently. 
The collection of evidence shows that people have a different view on what is good or bad for 
the company they represent. The examples are consistent with the literature which argues that 
whatever happens around the company or within the business relationship is mediated by the 
people who interpret the situation and act accordingly (Halinen & Tahtinen, 2002). Moreover, 
Ojasalo (2000) suggested that different individuals have different views when they evaluate 
the relationship and this is also evident in the general literature where it is argued for example 
that value is perceptual (Day & Crask, 2000; Ravald & Gronroos, 1996; Ulaga & Chacour, 
2001). As such, for one person the relationship may not have value for the company whereas 
for another it may have (Case 2a, b). Likewise, a person may perceive the need to end a 
relationship based on personal dissatisfaction whereas another may perceive that the potential 
negative consequences of dissolving the relationship outweigh the reasons for the dissolution 
(Case 1). 
Although these cases were the only overt signs that showed the role of the economic and 
technical dimension as a barrier through the actions of people, the rest of the cases contributed 
in their own way. The Supplier D and Supplier I branded product delistings were contrary to 
the expectation that the brand can protect those suppliers that own it. Supplier D argued that 
"the brand gives you some strength" and perceived that Retailer I was bluffing when they 
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were threatening to delist them. Supplier D therefore argued that Retailer I lost sales from not 
selling their product but they also acknowledged that their brand was not performing as well 
in Retailer I as it did in other supermarkets. Under this light the Supplier D product removal 
showed that Retailer I did not perceive the delisting as having serious economic consequences 
to counteract their decision. 
On the other hand, Supplier I suggested that "it is difficult to know how strong your brand is " 
and appeared not as confident about the strength of their brand as Supplier D. They suggested 
that their brand is a niche product and argued that the buyer may decide to delist them unless 
the buyer is willing to understand that this decision is wrong. This happened when the new 
Retailer C buyer decided to delist one product line in an effort to rationalise the product 
assortment. 
The event showed that the buyer did not perceive that this decision would cost Retailer C in 
economic terms. This was also evident in the conversation that took place after the delisting 
where Supplier I tried to convince the buyer that its decision was wrong. Even though 
Supplier I tried to restore the relationship by saying that Retailer C would lose sales by not 
having their product especially during that particular period of Christmas, the buyer did not 
share the same view and refused to restock the product. However, the Supplier I example does 
not demonstrate as strongly as the Supplier D one the fact that the buyer dismissed the 
economic benefits of the brand. 
In the Supplier G case it was also acknowledged that they were not as important to the 
customer as their competitor. If they were then the buyer might not have decided to proceed 
with its plan. 
Supplier F argued that "Retailer A wanted English produce first so they used to come to us, so 
I think that's why we had a good relationship, we were a very strong supplier at that time" 
and therefore the dissolution showed that what was making them important to Retailer A in 
the past, the seasonal volume, was lost once the new big supplier entered the supply base. 
This means that the economic incentive that was keeping Retailer A with Supplier F 
disappeared and was replaced by an economic motive to rationalise Supplier F from the direct 
supply base. 
Supplier E perceived that their good technical performance over time must have made Retailer 
A's decision to rationalise them more difficult but they also argued that "it will come down to 
(both) performance and price at the end of the day ". In addition, Supplier H suggested that 
they did not expect to be rationalised from Retailer I because they had "tried really hard to 
hang on to the business". Looking more carefully it could be argued that they did not want to 
expect the rationalisation as they suggested that "we worked very, very hard, we tried very 
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hard but at this stage that is not enough, we just weren't big enough" which means that what 
was good enough to maintain the relationship over time was no longer good enough. 
Although nothing was able to stop the dissolution from happening, the factors and events that 
tried to prevent the ending of the relationship correspond to the attenuating factors and events 
proposed by various authors (Halinen & Tahtinen, 2002) but they may not be able to actually 
prevent it (Tahtinen, 2001; Roos, 1999). Within this dissolution context there were also 
attenuating events given that people from the customer (Case 1, Case 2a, b) and the supplier 
side (Case 1, Case 2a, Case 4, Case 6b, Case 7) acted to save the relationship from its 
dissolution or prevent a negative evolution (Case 3, Case 7, Case 8). There were also static 
attenuating factors which became evident from what motivated the actions that people from 
the customer side took to save the relationship from the dissolution (Case 1, Case 2a, b). Other 
times it was evident that the supplier felt there were attenuating factors to prevent the 
dissolution but the customer did not perceive them as important enough (Case 4, Case 9). And 
other times it seems that what was keeping the relationship going until this point in time was 
no longer good enough (Case 3 replacement, Case 5, Case 6a, Case 8). 
Bringing in some of the thoughts of the interviewees about the role of the personal 
relationship it appears that the good personal relationship was also not able to prevent the 
dissolution, especially in the case of rationalisation of the supply base. It could therefore be 
argued that the positive affect of people from the customer side towards the people from the 
supplier side could not get in the way. What is more, Supplier F acknowledged that Retailer 
E's loyalty could not get in the way and prevent their replacement but in the case of Supplier 
C, Retailer E's and Retailer D's loyalty towards Respondent C counteracted the competitive 
offer. 
As it has been stated previously decision makers from the customer side cannot let the good 
personal relationship prevent them from behaving contrary to their company's business goals 
(Halinen & Salnýd, 2001). Moreover, it has been suggested that loyalty or affective 
commitment can counteract the influence of better competitive offers (Samuelsen & Sandvik, 
1998; Gilliland & Bello, 2002) but even the customer's loyalty cannot prevent the customer 
from protecting their own interests. 
6.6 AFTERMATH - REACTIVATION 
The sensemaking process showed what could have been done differently that could have 
saved the relationship from ending. With hindsight people identified actions that could have 
been performed to protect the relationship. They could have prepared themselves to offer what 
the customer wanted (Case 2a, Case 3, Case 5, Case 8), they could have accommodated the 
customer's or buyer's needs (Case 1, Case 7), they could have changed their employee to 
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restore the relationship with the opposite party (Case 1), they could have developed a 
relationship at a senior level which could have prevented things from happening (Case 7). 
So, the suppliers could have taken actions to prevent the customer from thinking that they 
were not as good as the competition. They could have also taken actions to prevent the 
creation of negative feelings from the opposite side (Case 1) or they could have developed the 
personal relationship which for affective reasons could have saved them (Case 7). 
There were also times where the supplier could not have done something differently under the 
circumstances (Case 2b, Case 8, Case 9) or because they had tried to prepare themselves and 
avoid the dissolution with the resources they had available (Case 6a) or because they were not 
or felt they were not responsible for the customer's problems (Case 1 (2 nd dissolution), Case 
4) or because they could not harm their own company to fulfil the customer's requests (Case 
4, Case 6b) and they were not aware at that time of another way for solving the problem (Case 
4). From an objective point of view and following some of the supplier's comments someone 
would also say that the customer could have behaved differently during the critical episodes 
and the relationship could have been saved (eg Case 1 (2 nd dissolution), Case 3, Case 4). 
The incidents where the customer reactivated the relationship after it has been dissolved 
showed that the reasons that made the customer to end the relationship had been removed or 
that the customer perceived the need to return to the supplier. The first observation occurred in 
the Supplier D case where Retailer I decided to restock the brand once Supplier D solved the 
pricing issue that determined the dissolution of the relationship. The second was observed in 
the Supplier B, Supplier 1, and Supplier D cases. Supplier B therefore suggested that Retailer 
G perceived the need to return to them given the quality of the product they were offering 
even though they had been rationalised because they were more expensive than alternative 
suppliers. The chance they had with Retailer G for one more time showed that commodity 
suppliers always face a chance of restarting a relationship if they can offer what the customer 
needs. Supplier I suggested that other people from Retailer C restocked the product line 
because they perceived, opposite to the Retailer C buyer, that they would lose sales by not 
having the product in store. Finally, Retailer B asked for the Supplier D's brand back because 
"it was the only brand that made sense in the niche product area ". These observations 
suggest that there were rational reasons for reactivating the relationships. 
In the Supplier A case it was also suggested that there is a strong possibility for reactivating 
the relationship on product Al and product A3. Following the Story, it was shown that after 
the dissolution Retailer A found themselves in a situation where it was not in their best 
economic interests not to have more suppliers on product Al and not to have Supplier A as a 
product A3 supplier. In particular, Supplier A suggested that "Supplier X1 is saying there is 
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the volume and that's the price, take it or leave it, Retailer A don't like that, oh, they hate it, 
so their attitude to that is we will get somebody in so even with this history between us ... they 
suddenly want to talk to us". They also suggested that "Retailer A has realised what's the 
point of putting it through him, we may as well go direct and I think some of the people that 
make the decisions are no longer there anymore ... and we are nearly back in on product A3 ". 
The argument "and even with this history between us they suddenly want to talk to us about 
product A] " suggests that when there is a strong economic motive for doing business, feelings 
of the past cannot get in the way. The argument "I think some of the people that make the 
decisions are no longer there anymore" counteracts the previous argument and shows that 
there is still the possibility for feelings to be allowed to interfere unless the people factor is 
removed. This has been also addressed by Halinen & Salmi (2001). In their study the incident 
and the way people felt about the other side was stored in organisational memory and the 
customer did not accept the bids of the supplier for the next 30 years. From the opposite side 
people representing organisations are humans but also professionals who have to reach their 
organisational. goals. This signifies the same result with the trade-off between the personal 
relationship and business criteria for deciding whether to stay or leave. 
Finally, the chance that Supplier G had for restarting the Retailer D relationship occurred 
when the buyer was replaced. The new buyer perceived that Retailer D was not getting the 
best price from the supply base after the change the previous buyer had introduced and wanted 
to increase the number of suppliers. The buyer therefore considered Supplier G and others as 
prospect suppliers. The motive of the new buyer to increase the number of suppliers was 
economical but it also appears that the buyer was a nice person who liked Supplier G because 
the buyer gave them the chance to match the price that another supplier had offered them. 
Although Supplier G lost the opportunity because the buyer had committed to another supplier 
they argued that while the buyer was there they had a chance of restarting the relationship. 
The reactivation of relationships that have ended is an area where research is lacking (Pressey 
& Mathews, 2003) but from the consumer studies there are examples of revocable exit and 
examples of determinants that pull the consumer back to the provider it had previously 
partially switched. It is therefore evident among other things that when something is important 
to the consumer he may switch back (Roos, 1999) which was also evident in this context. 
6.7 REVISED FRAMEWORK 
The original framework managed to capture elements of the process but it did not manage to 
address some of the complexity that may appear when a relationship ends. For instance, it did 
not address the fact that the relationship exists at different hierarchical levels and as such 
different people may perceive things differently. Neither did it address explicitly the risk 
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factors even though the study could see from the outset that a predisposition might exist. 
Based on what was observed a modified framework has been developed for analysing 
relationship dynamics with a focus on the dissolution or the weakening of the relationship. 
Figure 6.1: Revised Framework 
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The new framework proposes that the relationship is surrounded by the external environment 
which includes elements such as the consumer demand for the product, the competitive 
intensity between customers or suppliers, other network actors that may become influential 
during the process. The previous framework was depicting the environment within the 
environmental change trigger but it was considered appropriate both in the analysis and in the 
new framework to distinguish the environment from the triggers because it may or it may not 
generate a trigger event. 
The inner circle refers to the customer and the supplier as companies and acknowledges that 
internal to the company factors may become influential such as the customer's employee 
rotation policy, the needs of the customer, the financial position of the customer, changes in 
the structure of the company and at the individual level the personality or the personal goals 
of the buyer. As far as the supplier company is concerned, the supplier's way of doing 
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business or the resources they have available may influence the evolution of the relationship. 
The inter-company factors try to capture the extent to which there is a predisposition or a risk 
towards change and also other factors such as the personality or the personal goals of the 
buyer that may influence its behaviour. It is also understood that there is a fine line between 
the environment, the companies and their relationship. 
For example, the environment around the customer organisation is becoming more and more 
competitive and as a result they become more concerned about their purchasing prices. At this 
point in time a new supplier emerges and makes an offer to the customer which triggers the 
critical process for the existing relationship (environmental trigger). The trigger changes the 
perception of the customer about the benefits they were receiving from the existing supplier 
and they decide to accept the competitive offer dismissing the psychological costs, if any, 
from leaving the previous supplier. In this scenario it could be argued that the state of the 
environment also plays a role in the dynamics because if it was not so competitive then the 
customer might not have accepted the new offer. However, it cannot always be known 
whether some factors influence the dynamics unless there is evidence. Once the customer 
accepts the new offer the customer company is better off whereas the existing supplier 
company is negatively affected financially. 
As far as the central elements of the framework are concerned the new process keeps the 
elements of the previous framework but rearranges the way they interact. The interaction 
between the trigger and the relationship suggests as before that it influences the relationship 
because it initiates change. The trigger creates a situation where the customer changes the way 
they perceive the supplier because the new buyer perceives things differently, because the 
competition offers something better, because the supplier cannot meet the customer's needs or 
because the customer loses money and blames the supplier. 
The change in the customer's perception can be the result of the trigger or the result of the re- 
evaluation of the existing relationship against alternatives (or both). Moreover, the change of 
the customer's perception means that the relationship weakens in the customer's mind 
compared to what it was before the trigger took place. This may mean that the customer now 
thinks that the supplier is no longer as good as before in economic or technical terms or they 
perceive that the supplier is no longer needed or that he loses money and he is angry with the 
supplier. As such, either the economic or the social/emotional side of the relationship changes 
or sometimes both. 
The response afterwards depends on the specific situation. When the buyer perceives 
something differently than before on the economic side then the social side may try to prevent 
the process. Depending on the outcome of the trade-off, the result can be dissatisfaction and 
253 
exit or recovery. Moreover, other individuals within the customer organisation may try to 
prevent the buyer's decision depending on economic or emotional criteria but it may not 
always be satisfactory. In addition, the supplier may take action and try to change the 
customer's mind which again may or may not change the buyer's decision. It may also be that 
the outcome is not exit but dissatisfaction and recovery in a weakened state (competition 
outcome). 
Another response by the customer to the effect of the trigger may be conflict with the supplier 
and depending on the resolution the sequence may be dissatisfaction or recovery. In the case 
of dissatisfaction the customer may consider what he will lose from leaving and again the 
outcome may be exit or recovery. There is also the scenario where the customer under the 
same circumstance does not engage in conflict with the view of resolving the problem because 
in their mind the relationship is over. This case will be placed in the dissatisfaction sequence 
to suggest that depending on the outcome of the evaluation between how the customer views 
the relationship after the trigger and what the relationship offers the outcome is dissatisfaction 
and exit or recovery. 
The arrow within the relationship strength box indicates those times where the trigger does 
not necessarily initiate the revaluation of the relationship against alternatives. In those cases 
there is a trade-off between the economic contribution or the emotional attachment of the 
customer relative to the new situation after the trigger. 
If recovery is achieved then the relationship strengthens since the customer changes their 
negative perception of the supplier company. However, it may also be that things are never 
the same as before because the customer keeps a mental account of the problem and is more 
alert if something else goes wrong. The relationship may also not only weaken in the mind of 
the customer but there is also action and the supplier loses part of his business. Exit on the 
other hand means that the relationship ends. 
However, on other occasions even though something changed in the mind of the customer the 
supplier's hidden practices also played a role and nothing is able to reverse the situation. 
Moreover, there was a connection between the partial exit that the supplier faced when the 
competition replaced them and the way the process evolved after that. Once the supplier was 
partially replaced something also changed in his mind about the customer. Other events that 
took place during this period of time concerning the customer's staff expectations triggered 
even more his negative feelings about the customer's staff. For this reason, he made the 
accusations against the customer staff and this triggered the change in the customer's feelings. 
So, it is observed that there is a general movement and the strength of the relationship changes 
for both sides without being overt. 
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One scenario that has not been mentioned yet is the case where one individual from the 
customer side has a negative perception of the supplier long before the trigger takes place. 
When the rationalisation trigger takes place the individual with the negative perception wants 
to end the relationship. On the other hand, other individuals within the customer company 
think the opposite based on the way they perceive the relationship. The outcome in this case 
was exit from the product area. 
The new framework can also explain better the dynamics in case 6a. When the new 
competitor appeared and started doing business with Retailer A the economic importance of 
Supplier F for Retailer A weakened. After a while a new technologist replaced the previous 
one and it became clear that the supplier was going to be rationalised. It cannot be known 
whether the new technologist played a role in identifying the opportunity for rationalisation or 
if another person would not have done so. However, it seems that after the entrance of 
competition (trigger) something changes in the mind of the customer about the way they think 
about Supplier F. So, their strategy changes (a company factor) which becomes another 
trigger. However, this trigger does not lead to a change in the way the customer thinks about 
the supplier because he already knows that he is no longer needed. 
The previous examples operate through the dissatisfaction cycle in order to suggest that 
depending on the trade-off between the reasons for leaving or staying the outcome can be 
dissatisfaction and exit or recovery. The framework also acknowledges the reactivation 
possibility of the relationship after exit. This framework is not able to show all the complexity 
that the dissolution process may exhibit but it is believed that it captures the main elements 
that may influence the dynamics of the process. 
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7 CONCLUSION 
This section will begin with an overview of the objectives and the key findings of the thesis. It 
will then proceed to address the contribution of the study for theory, methodology, 
management and policy. It will also address the theoretical and methodological limitations of 
the research and what could have been done differently as well as discuss the generalisability 
of the results and implications for further research. 
7.1 SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS 
This research was undertaken in order to investigate why and how relationships between food 
suppliers and UK supermarket customers end. The research therefore explores relationship 
dissolution, a subject that has been identified as requiring more attention, in a new context 
with the objective to identify: why relationships end, what role the personal and business 
relationship plays in promoting or preventing the ending and what could have been done 
differently that could have prevented the ending. 
Before the empirical part of the research was conducted a framework was built to depict 
relationship dissolution. The logic behind the framework was that some factors move the 
relationship towards the end and others try to prevent it. The main logic has followed past 
studies which identify that: (a) a trigger initiates the process; (b) the customer evaluates the 
problem relative to what he will give up if he decides to leave; (c) there is chance for the 
relationship to restore based on the customer's evaluation outcome or the supplier's actions; 
(d) there is a deterioration of the relationship. 
The empirical part of the research showed that a trigger opens the way to the dissolution or the 
weakening of the relationship and it may be customer, dyad or environment located. The 
trigger is a key element of the process since it initiates the re-evaluation of the relationship 
against alternative options (rationalisation, change of buyer, competition, refusal to continue 
investment, technical faults); it triggers the customer's reaction which then influences their 
economic performance (Retailer B price reduction) or it creates intense negative feelings to 
the customer (supplier's accusations). 
The trigger is therefore a key element in the process because it changes the customer's 
perception of the relationship or it leads to a change in the customer's perception of the 
relationship. So, one could assume that depending on how the customer perceives the 
relationship after the trigger the explanation of why the relationship ends becomes evident. 
This is not always the case because sometimes what happened before the trigger explained 
why the relationship ended. On other occasions the customer's perception of the relationship 
changed after the trigger but a sequence of events was also triggered. The supplier's non- 
compliance with the product specifications was revealed after which the supplier was 
destroyed as a company. it was also observed that the customer side may trigger the process 
but the supplier is the one that ends the relationship. Moreover, the customer may give the 
supplier the opportunity to do something and recover. 
In addition, even if the dynamics that the trigger creates for the relationship are revealed there 
is also a need to understand how a number of other factors influence the dynamics. As such, 
the business environment and factors stemming from the relationship, the customer or the 
supplier explained why certain relationships were more likely to fail when rationalisation took 
place and why it was more likely for the relationship to experience a critical event or 
dissolution. Some of these factors were equated to the predisposing doom notion that refers to 
relative static factors that create favourable ground for critical events to take place and 
promote the dissolution. Others were identified as risk factors that became connected with the 
effect of the trigger and increased the criticality of the problem for the customer or as critical 
events in a latent condition or as critical structures that were increasing the likelihood for the 
supplier to be rationalised or face a problem in the interaction with the buyer. The risk 
category reflects factors of a rather static nature which means that they add vulnerability 
without having the dynamism of the trigger. However, they have a strong influence in 
facilitating the dissolution. 
The research revealed the role of people and the role of the personal relationship in 
influencing the dissolution. The role of people as change forces was identified when the new 
buyer triggered the dissolution. The results showed that a new person may perceive the 
relationship as no longer beneficial influenced by their personal goals/personality, influenced 
by how they perceive other supplier relationships and how they interpret the customer's 
organisational goals. The change of buyer trigger showed therefore the need to understand the 
factors that influence the buyer's assessment in order to explain the dynamics. 
The role of the personal relationship was identified when the supplier was rationalised on the 
basis of the personal dissatisfaction of a customer's employee with the opposite party. The 
importance of the personal relationship also became evident when the supplier's accusations 
triggered the dissolution. The interplay between business and people also appeared when the 
Retailer B action triggered the dissolution. The results showed how negative feelings arise 
from business issues and what can happen on the basis of negative feelings and the way 
people choose to behave. 
The results also showed the role of the personal or business relationship in hindering the 
ending process. Most of the times people from the customer side could not let the good 
personal relationship overcome the business decision. It was also identified that the way the 
customer feels about the supplier based on a positive history is not able to counteract negative 
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forces. Even the customer's loyalty towards the supplier cannot withstand the fact that the 
supplier is no longer able to meet the customer's needs. 
However, in one instance the personal loyalty of people from the customer side towards 
people from the supplier side was able to counteract the influence of the competitive offer 
even though it managed to break the focal relationship. Moreover, in those cases where the 
lack of a personal relationship or a poor personal relationship promoted the dissolution one of 
the suppliers perceived that if they had a good personal contact with senior people from the 
customer side then this could have stopped the buyer's decision or if they had also provided 
preferential treatment to the buyer then the buyer's action would have been prevented. The 
other supplier suggested that if they had changed the person who was managing the 
relationship then a better personal relationship could have developed and the supplier would 
have been able to know how critical their non-compliance was for the future of the 
relationship. 
Once more the interplay between people and business issues was revealed when one person 
from the customer side wanted to end the relationship and another person tried to prevent the 
ending based on the positive way with which they perceived the supplier's offering or the 
potential negative consequences the customer would have faced from the supplier's 
rationalisation. This finding indicated the way different people interpret the same situation. 
Nevertheless, all of the cases showed that the benefits of the business relationship were not 
enough or were not perceived as important enough to prevent the customer's decision. 
Moreover, in those cases where the supplier tried to prevent the ending it was either not 
possible for the relationship to be restored or it was not possible for the relationship to be 
saved unless the supplier offered what the customer wanted. 
Looking back, the suppliers could see what they could have done differently that could have 
enabled them to prevent the ending or the weakening of the relationship. What is more in 
certain instances the supplier was faced with the opportunity to restart the ended relationship. 
The reactivation examples showed again how different people interpret the same situation or 
that the supplier solved the problem that caused the ending or they showed that suppliers are 
always faced with the chance of restarting a relationship. They also showed that the change of 
buyer may sometimes be beneficial for a relationship that has ended or that feelings of the past 
cannot get in the way when there are economic motives to restart the relationship unless 
perhaps these people are still there to block the entrance. 
7.2 CONTRIBUTION OF THE RESEARCH 
This research makes a contribution to theory and methodology, management and policy which 
will be presented in the section that follows. 
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7.2.1 Theoretical and Methodological Contribution 
This study tried to explore relationship dissolution in a context that has not been researched 
before. In this effort it identified in line with other studies from different contexts the role of 
the trigger in initiating the process (Coulter & Ligas, 2000; Michalski, 2004; Roos, 2002) as 
well as the role of critical or precipitating events (Halinen et al., 1999; Halinen & Tahtinen, 
2002; Holmlund-Rytkonen & Strandvik, 2003). It explained how the trigger influences the 
relationship and what other factors influence the movement of the process (promoting or 
preventing) once the trigger takes place coming from various sources. This evidence is in line 
with those who suggest the process view of dissolution and the way factors and events that 
take place promote or hinder the movement of the process (Coulter & Ligas, 2000; Halinen & 
Tahtinen, 2002; Roos, 1999; Stewart, 1998b; Tahtinen, 2001). It also identified what could 
have reversed the situation from happening and also provided evidence of relationships that 
restored after the dissolution or had/have the potential to restart. 
When the findings are compared with findings from other studies it is identified that the 
difference lays in the empirical nature of the finding and not the theoretical perspective. One 
of the empirical findings that have not appeared before as influencing the dissolution was the 
way the history of the relationship determines the dissolution (Case 1). Holn-dund-Rytkonen 
& Strandvik (2003) have theorised about the possibility of this but their study did not focus 
on dissolved relationships and did not identify whether the past predisposition of this kind 
may influence the dissolution. 
However, the study extended the knowledge of the predisposing factors. This is because it 
revealed additional examples of predisposing factors which extends current knowledge and 
contributes to the understanding of how to recognise them. 
As far as the triggers are concerned the study extends the knowledge of how the change of 
buyer influences the relationship. First, because the change of buyer was identified as a 
predisposing factor, given the policy of certain supermarkets to rotate their buyers, and as a 
trigger when it affects the relationship. Second, because there is still limited knowledge on 
why it may change the relationship. 
Previous studies have therefore identified that the change of personnel may make the 
customer switch to another supplier because he takes the customer with him (Lindgreen, 
2000; Reynolds & Beatty, 1999) or because the new buyer had his favourite supplier or for 
unspecified reasons (Pressey & Mathews, 2003). In other occasions the change of personnel is 
identified as the reason for the dissolution because it is preceded by a change in the 
company's strategy (Halinen et al., 1999). This study identified a more complex effect of this 
trigger because there was the need to understand what influences the buyer's decision making. 
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There were therefore other factors that had influenced the relationship and the buyer's 
decision making. Still, the change of buyer was also an important factor in the dissolution 
process as whatever happens is mediated by people who interpret their importance and act 
accordingly. 
In general, the dynamics of the cases showed the presence of various triggers, precipitating 
events and risk factors which extend the knowledge beyond business-to-business and 
business-to-consumer service relationships. Tahtinen (2001) has argued that past research has 
not provided comprehensive explanations of the factors that influence the ending of 
relationships (Halinen & Tahtinen, 2002). This study offers examples of different triggers and 
also explains why the relationship dissolved and contributes as such to the limited studies in 
the business-to-business area. 
Moreover, the combination of the behaviour and the attitude of the supplier's manager 
towards the other party gave evidence of a destructive behaviour that had a considerable 
impact on the personal chemistry which in turn had a considerable consequence on the 
business relationship. The finding provided an important example from a business context to 
support those who study the role of the personal relationship in business relationship 
dissolution (Halinen & Salmi, 2001) and it was argued that it also contributes to those who are 
unable yet to link task conflict with social conflict (Plank & Newell, 2007; Reid et al., 2004). 
The dynamics that appeared in case 3 were also of significance as well as the fact that it 
explained in different ways the way people and personal relationships can be deleterious and 
the way the personal relationship can be destroyed. In fact the lessons learned about the way 
the personal relationship can promote the dissolution or the weakening of the relationship 
have appeared in the literature but not in the way they appeared in case 3. 
Moreover, the way the dynamics of case 1 were explained demonstrates the complexity that 
Halinen & Salmi (2001) saw in business relationships. They also observed that personal 
relations are one of the factors responsible for change in business relationships along with 
other factors. However, they argued that personal relations are very important as interfirm. 
interaction is always mediated through people. This complex interplay was also observed in 
case 1 but the personal relationship issue was perceived of particular importance in the 
dissolution of the business relationship and that is why it was stressed in the cross-case 
analysis when analysing the risk factors and the social dimension of the relationship. The 
same thinking applies in case 3 where the personal relationship was one of the factors that led 
to the dissolution although it was a very important factor. Both cases therefore contribute and 
extend our understanding of the complex interplay between personal and business 
relationships. 
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From the opposite side, the emotional dimension of the relationship was not able to withstand 
the forces for dissolution except in one case. Still, it has been argued that it could have saved 
the relationship in two other occasions (Case 1, Case 7). The literature has offered contrasting 
results on this aspect. Some researchers hold the view that emotional aspects of relationships 
can prevent relationship dissolution (eg Bendapudi & Berry, 1997; Coulter & Ligas, 2000; 
Ford et al., 1998; Gilliland & Bello, 2002; Halinen & Salmi, 2001; Lindgreen, 2003) while 
other argue to the contrary (Buttle et al., 2002; Halinen & Salmi, 2001; Wathne et al., 2001). 
This study provides evidence to support both views, which suggests that the potential for 
emotion to act as a constraint to relationship dissolution is context specific and not 
generalisable. 
However, it is important to note that good personal relationships can be helpful in many ways. 
This is in line with the literature (eg Geiger & Turley, 2005; Halinen & Salmi, 2001; Mainela, 
2007) and contributes to understanding the positive role that people can play in the life of the 
business relationship. It is also recognised that the people's personality affects the way they 
behave which shows that people bring their character into the interaction (Halinen & Saln-ti, 
2001; IMP Group, 1982). In addition, Bantham et al. (2003) argue about the importance of the 
skillset component which refers to communication skills that facilitate the management of 
tensions. Ulaga (2003) also refers to the value of the social skills of the individual for the 
management of the personal relationship. Even though the character of the individual is not 
directly addressed it appears that social and communication skills are inherent characteristics 
of the individual. These are concepts that need to be further explored in the study of business 
relationships. 
The number of studies that investigate the personal side of business relationships have been 
increasing in recent years. However, the role of the personal relationship in the critical phases 
of the business relationship is believed to be ignored (Halinen & Saln-d, 2001) and it has been 
suggested that there is need to understand what role interpersonal relationships play in the 
dissolution process (Good & Evans, 2001). Tberefore, as a whole, the results reported about 
the way the personal relationship can help those who have strong social bonds and undermine 
those who have not contribute to this area of seeing personal relationships as assets that have 
to be managed (Halinen & Salmi, 2001). 
Moreover, the results highlighted the difference with which people view what is good or bad 
for the company they represent as well as the way different companies react to almost similar 
problematic situations. The results support the role of people in interpreting situations and 
acting accordingly and is in line with the literature who argues that different people perceive 
things differently (Halinen et al., 1999; Halinen & Tahtinen, 2002; Ojasalo, 2000; Tahtinen, 
2001). Halinen & Tahtinen (2002) explain that most studies ignore the role of people as 
261 
change agents in the ending process and therefore the present findings contribute to those few 
studies which acknowledge this role. 
People also mediate the influence of the attenuating factor category. This is of importance as 
well and highlights the diversity of opinions within a single company. The findings contribute 
to knowledge because even though there are those who acknowledge that different individuals 
may perceive things differently it is not common practice to collect data from different 
managers for the analysis of a single relationship (Bantham et al., 2003) or to distinguish 
between the company and the individual level of business relationships (Tellefsen & Thomas, 
2005). As a matter of fact it has been argued that we do not really know what individuals 
within business relationships can do and what they actually do (Brekke, 2005). 
It was also observed how the connected network of the relationship (Retailer B action trigger) 
drove the customer's dissatisfaction which supports those who argue that there is a need for a 
more holistic and contextual view on customer satisfaction in industrial business settings 
(Tikkanen et al., 2000). There was also evidence of the network dynamics of the dissolution 
of the relationship that is how the dissolution of one relationship triggers the dissolution of 
another connected relationship (Case 4) which contributes to an unknown area (Tahtinen, 
2001). Overall, there is supporting evidence for those who argue that the contextual 
embeddedness of business relationships within various network structures is disregarded 
(Halinen & Tahtinen, 2002). 
The reactivation examples also contribute to an under-researched area (Pressey & Mathews, 
2003). Even though in some cases there was evidence of the potential and not actual restart of 
the relationship the findings support existing studies which show that the customer may 
switch back when he finds he needs to or if the new relationship does not work as expected 
provided that the old supplier was perceived as competent (Roos, 1999; Coulter & Ligas, 
2000). More importantly, the findings demonstrate once more the dynamics of relationships 
and networks and there is evidence of the interplay between emotional and business criteria 
for reactivating or not a relationship that has ended. 
What is also important is the interplay between external and internal forces that bring change 
in the relationship. In the literature review there was reference made to the actor, dyad and 
network related forces that initiate change in the relationship. In the analysis of the cases this 
distinction was also observed. However, there was sometimes the occurrence of both network 
or environmental and company or dyad forces. This did not however become so apparent in 
the discussion of the findings given the way external and internal forces interact. 
More specifically, some environmental factors were characterised as risk factors that were 
adding vulnerability to the future of the relationship. So, their influence was acknowledged 
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but not as what triggered the dissolution. For example, in case 2b and case 8 it was suggested 
that the relationship is more prone to ending in a competitive environment with many 
alternatives that compete for the customer's business. Moreover, in case 8 it was suggested 
that the declining demand of traditional produce predisposed the performance of new 
products. 
It was therefore observed that the external environment had an influence on the relationship 
but the trigger to the dissolution was the change of buyer. It was thus explained how the new 
buyer perceived the relationship as no longer beneficial for the customer company relative to 
other options influenced by the way they interpreted the situation. However, in case 8 it could 
have been argued that the competitive environment was the trigger to the loss of Supplier H's 
volume during the transition to a more competitive environment. 
In other instances the change of the external environment was seen as a threat to the 
relationship given that it changed the customers' needs that became more price orientated 
(Case 2a, Case 3). However, it might not have become so apparent how the external 
environment influenced the dissolution. In the first instance (Case 2a) the influence was 
acknowledged through the difference between the new and the old buyer's opinion. It was 
therefore suggested that different people put their own interpretation on the environment that 
surrounds their operation. In the second instance (Case 3) it was argued that the supplier's 
employee understood the changing needs of the customer who then made a better proposition 
to the customer through a new company (another external trigger). In the revised framework 
section it was also hypothesised that if the environment has not become more competitive 
then the customer might not have accepted the new offer. 
In these two other instances there is again an influence on the relationship from the external 
environment. This is because it changed the customer's orientation as they became more 
concerned about prices. However, in both cases the trigger was something else without this 
meaning that the competitive environment did not play a role on the dissolution. 
Moreover, case 6a showed that a change in the competitive environment, the appearance of a 
new supplier company and its introduction in the customer's supply base influenced the 
dissolution of the focal relationship. It was therefore acknowledged in both the within-case 
analysis and the revised framework that the customer's decision to rationalise the supply base 
was triggered by the introduction of the new supplier. 
It seems therefore that external and internal forces for change may overlap and/or combine 
with other forces and this is in line with Tikannen & Tuominen (2000) who argue that 
external and internal triggers to change are often interdependent and a change in one may 
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often require a change in another. This adds therefore one more level of complexity in 
analysing the dynamics of relationships. 
The revised framework captures this complexity when it suggests that there is a fine line 
between the environment, the companies and their relationship and contributes to the thoughts 
of Tikkanen et al. (2000) who argue that the concept of satisfaction and dissatisfaction in 
industrial markets is much more complex and multifaceted than it is dealt with in the 
44mainstrearn" literature given the different but overlapping contexts that may affect 
satisfaction in industrial markets. 
From a general point of view the study answered the call of those who have asked for more 
studies on relationship dissolution in different contexts (Good & Evans, 2001; Strandvik & 
Holmlund, 2000; Tahtinen & Halinen, 2002), on the understanding of critical interaction- 
episodes and how they affect the buyer-supplier relationship (Schurr, 2004), on the conceptual 
and practical holistic understanding of the processes and forces that form and change 
perceptions of customer satisfaction (Tikkanen et aL, 2000), on the study of problems in 
relationships and their origins, response and outcomes (Ford & Havila, 2003) as well as on the 
way emotions influence the development of buyer-seller relationships (Andersen & Kumar, 
2006). 
This means that the study as a whole contributes to the observation of dynamics in 
relationships and networks. Despite the fact that relationships are dynamic, changes and their 
effects have been the subject of few studies but it has been argued that the primary role of 
scholars is to recognise, research, interpret and conceptualise changes and their effects given 
that nothing endures but change (Leek et al., 2003). 
From a methodological point of view, the study used the economic, technical and social 
dimension from Holn-dund's (2001) theoretical model in the effort to organise the within-case 
and cross-case information. To the best of the author's knowledge this is the first time it has 
been used in this context since it has been used previously only in a study to explore critical 
incidents in internal relationships within companies (Voima, 2000). In the present study the 
dimensions were used as a mechanism to organise the information and identify positive 
elements, negative elements and potential vulnerabilities as well as to identify the way the 
trigger or other forces changed these elements or classifying the reasons for the dissolution. 
To this extent the research could have taken a different approach to organise the information. 
But it is believed that it is important to have classification systems for analysing the business 
relationship and identifying potential sources of benefits for the customer as well as the effect 
of triggers or critical incidents. 
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Moreover, the use of the survey for identifying case study companies is important as a tool for 
gaining access to qualitative information since it allows the selection of companies who have 
great willingness to participate. Although it could be argued that there might be a bias towards 
companies that have strong views about the subject or extreme experiences this bias may be 
beneficial in identifying sensitive information that might not have appeared otherwise. 
7.2.2 Management Implications 
From a managerial point of view, the lessons learned from this study open a window for 
identifying how the relationship can avoid entering the weakening or the dissolution process. 
This does not mean however that the supplier is always responsible for what goes wrong or 
that the supplier is always able to perform actions and avoid dissolution but in this effort 
undermine its own viability. Nevertheless, the suppliers also learned some lessons from the 
negative experiences and are able to use in similar situations in the future. 
When the supplier is able to perform actions then the literature that takes a holistic approach 
to the management of business relationships becomes informative because it suggests that the 
relationship that a company has with its customers is in continuous change as each of the 
firms reacts to requests or develops solutions to problems that arise. This means that the 
company evolves within the relationship. Sometimes the way the company is affected by the 
requests of its counterpart may lead to a more substantial change for the company. For 
example, when the customer requires a very low price for the purchase of a product then the 
supplier may try over time to reduce the cost of its operation (Ford et al. 1998: 74-75). At the 
same time, customers may change what they want from their suppliers. These changes may be 
driven by external to the customer firm changes such as competitors' actions or macro- 
environmental changes. In turn customers may encourage their suppliers to respond to their 
changing needs (Beverland & Lockshin, 2003) or the supplier itself understands that it has to 
adapt to the changing customers' requirements. The firm will also try to learn what their 
competitors are doing and they will try to improve their offering individually or with the help 
of its suppliers and customers (Grant, 1998). 
Bearing in mind that the environment is not static but changes then the firm has to react to 
those changes that it perceives as relevant and sometimes to the demands of others. However, 
there are times that the firm may identify threats or opportunities in its environment but may 
not respond either because they do not recognise them or because they do not think that it is 
important to respond to them or because they do not have the resources to respond to them. 
There are also times where the company is not able to anticipate the future and then it can 
only try to manage the consequences of those things they cannot anticipate (Ford et al., 
1998: 57). 
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The previous discussion and the results of the study indicate that some suppliers were able to 
perform actions and increase their competitiveness to be able to offer what their customers 
wanted but they preferred not to or they did not recognise the most appropriate action for 
survival. Other times the supplier tried to prepare itself for being able to offer what the 
customer wanted but they were restricted by their resources or the demand of the product. In 
addition, there were occasions where the supplier had no other option but to say no to the 
customer or was not responsible for the customer' s problem and as such they could only try 
to manage the consequences of the customer's response. 
Other lessons that suppliers learned appeared in the key findings and analysis section when it 
was indicated that the management of the personal relationship is important. Moreover, some 
suppliers suggested that something has to change in the specific context for customers to 
rethink their rationalisation strategies, their movement towards cheaper and cheaper sources of 
supply, their continuous need for financial support from their suppliers or the way the buyer is 
able to take such important decisions for the supply base. In fact the potential restart of certain 
relationships showed that the customer was not better off from having fewer suppliers. 
7.2.3 Policy Implications 
Finally, the study has important policy implications. Taking a step back, previous studies and 
the Competition Commission enquiries have shown the unfair exercise of power performed by 
many UK supermarkets towards their suppliers (Duffy et al., 2003). 
This study showed that suppliers were obliged to finance the customer and support their 
competitive strategies against other retailers (Case 4). This finding adds to what Duffy et al. 
(2003) identify as not distributive justice since the authors indicate that a number of retailer 
practices transfer costs from the retailer to the supplier such as the cost of rejections, paying 
overriders and funding promotions. It also corresponds to the comments of Hingley (2005b) 
who indicates that there is potential for punitive action by retailers over those suppliers who 
do not conform to their wishes bearing in mind that the focal supplier had to comply with the 
customer's requests otherwise they would face the delisting of their product. 
Case 8 and 9 also showed evidence of buyers using their power. In case 9 there were 
incidents indicating the transfer of costs from the retailer to the supplier, lack of 
communication between the two parties over important decisions of the buyer, difficulty in 
discussing about important issues and arrogance on the part of the buyer. Supplier I referred 
therefore to unfair behaviour and argued that whilst they do not expect any special treatment 
they do expect to be treated fairly. In case 8 it was also observed that Supplier H differentiated 
between the fair behaviour of some employees relative to another 'who behaved like flitler'l 
266 
The evidence correspond to the study of Duffy et al. (2003) who identify the lack of 
procedural and distributive justice in relationships between food suppliers and UK retailers. 
Unfair treatment also appeared in case I and case 6a. In the first case it was observed that the 
customer punished the supplier by dissolving the relationship even though the supplier 
perceived that they were not to blame. In case 6a the customer acted opportunistically and 
their action could have had adverse effects on the supplier. 
The observation in the first case extends the existing findings on unfair behaviour on the part 
of retailers. It indicates that there is a "cost" to pay if the supplier is perceived to align with 
the customer's competitor interests. The observation in case 6a suggests that the retailer's 
opportunism can have important implications for the supplier's welfare given that the retailer 
used their power to fulfil their own interests. Both findings are regarded as evidence of 
competitive behaviour to the detriment of the supplier and extend the current debates about 
retailer power in the UK context. 
Cases 3 and 7 also showed evidence of the exercise of power when the buyers were 
demanding personal benefits from suppliers. Such evidence rarely appears in the business 
literature but is considered as problematic as it is perceived as unethical business behaviour. 
Moreover, the study shows that the weaker parties were accepting the domination of the more 
powerful party (the buyer) even though they perceived the behaviour of the retailer as 
prejudicial to their position (Case 4, Case 9). In case 4 there was evidence that the supplier 
was not willing to conform to one of the customer's demands even though they were being 
threatened with delisting. This finding could be seen as one example for those who argue that 
the limits of acceptance of retailer behaviour by the weaker party remain unexplained 
(Hingley, 2005b). The same can be said about case 3 where the supplier refused to comply 
with the buyer's personal demands. 
However, it should be noted that Supplier D did not think that the customer would carry out 
their threat. Therefore, this is not a pure example showing the weaker party's unwillingness to 
conform to the retailer's demands and willingness to face the consequences of their non- 
compliance. Likewise, Supplier A was not willing to comply with Retailer A during the 
dissolution of product Al but it seems that they would have complied with certain requests if 
they knew they would face dissolution. On the other hand, there is no evidence to explain the 
non-compliance of Supplier C. Still, the refusal to provide personal benefits to the buyer 
demonstrates that the supplier was not willing to continue accommodating the buyers' 
demands. 
Even more, those suppliers that were not willing to conform to the customer's requirements at 
any cost faced dissolution but were willing to reinitiate the relationship with the customer 
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(Case 4). Similarly, Supplier A was willing to go back despite the unfair treatment of Retailer 
A. These findings demonstrate that suppliers cannot afford not to have a relationship with 
retailers in such a concentrated market. Under these circumstances it seems that the question 
about the limits of acceptance of retailer behaviour may remain unanswered for some time 
within the UK food industry context. 
Finally, it would be unwise to develop policy interventions and regulations for the general 
control of supermarket power and their behaviour towards their suppliers. This is because in 
many circumstances relationships failed for logical reasons and not because the supplier failed 
to accommodate the customer's unfair demands. In line with Hingley (2005a) it is suggested 
that intervention could take the form of training which will educate agri-food. supplier 
companies to be better prepared to manage retailer relationships and protect their own 
position. 
7.3 METHODOLOGICAL AND THEORETICAL LIMITATIONS 
From a methodological point of view the first limitation of the study is that it takes a 
supplier's view about the phenomenon and excludes the customer's perspective. However, if 
the customer's point of view was taken in this specific context it could be argued that it would 
not have revealed the information that the study was able to identify in certain circumstances, 
given the sensitivity of the subject and the current trading environment. 
The processual case study approach based on retrospective reports also identifies as a danger 
the rationalisation and re-interpretation of occurrences (Tikkanen & Tuominen, 2000). The 
use therefore of other sources of evidence would have increased the insights for understanding 
the phenomenon. This study does not bypass this methodological limitation but given the 
significant sensitivity of the subject it was beyond the expectations of the author to gain as 
much information as she did. Moreover, there is the belief that the interviewees offered honest 
retrospective reports of their experiences acknowledging their own mistakes and their 
perceptions about what happened. These perceptions offered valuable insights about business 
relationships and their critical change even if it cannot be known to what extent there was 
rationalisation about what happened. Moreover, the objective of this study and of any 
qualitative study is not to identify the truth but to explore how people perceive what is being 
researched. 
In addition, the findings of any qualitative study depend on the way the researcher interprets 
the information. This means that certain information may be missed from the analysis or that 
another individual might have a different way of interpreting the same information. The 
analysis of this study tried to be as consistent as possible but it still cannot overcome the fact 
that content analysis is subjective. 
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From both a methodological and theoretical point of view it is recognised that more 
information is required to increase the explanatory power of the stories. This was 
acknowledged in certain parts of the analysis where it became evident that there was 
contradiction in the views of the respondent or that more information were required in order to 
explain more accurately what happened. Even though in certain occasions more probing 
would most probably not have revealed more information as the supplier has also an 
incomplete picture of what takes place inside the customer organisation, if the respondent was 
asked about his view it would have been possible to improve some of the arguments that 
remain vague or were not possible to be identified. 
From a theoretical point of view it can be argued that it is not easy to identify from the outset 
the exact information that is important to obtain when different ways with which relationships 
dissolve or weaken are studied. Even though the new proposed framework identifies various 
sources of information that may influence the dynamics of relationships it is only possible to 
see the whole picture when different stories are being told. In this way it seems appropriate to 
pay attention to those factors that would become important in explaining the weakening and 
dissolution of the relationship before a trigger takes place. 
This study attempted to identify the extent to which, and if so how, relationships can 
overcome negative forces. In this effort it distinguished between the business and the personal 
relationship which also included the feelings of the customer towards the supplier based on a 
positive history (liking) and loyalty towards the supplier. Therefore there was a distinction 
between social or emotional and economic elements in the history of the relationship that 
would have enabled the supplier to overcome or not the negative forces. However, bearing in 
mind that some of the economic elements of the relationship may reveal satisfaction of the 
customer with the product or the effort of the supplier to improve the economic benefits for 
the customer the study did not identify these elements as affective as opposed to purely 
cognitive judgments of good performance or economic benefits. 
This is because they were perceived as elements that support the business relationship but 
they are the ones that are subject to cognitive judgment when negative forces arise. So, even 
though the customer is satisfied with the performance or even very satisfied with the 
economic benefits of the relationship which in theory means that this is something more than 
a cognitive evaluation of performance, when for example, competition attacks the relationship 
then the customer trades-off what it receives from the supplier and how "hard" it is to leave 
the supplier based on the customer's level of emotional attachment. Moreover, there is a 
difference between saying the customer liked the product and therefore they had a reason to 
stay despite the critical incidents and the customer liked the people. The focus was therefore 
on emotional and rational thinking for having the ending dilemma. 
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However, the outcome of this study would have been improved if there was more discussion 
about the trade-off between feelings and cognitive judgment in preventing negative forces 
although this trade-off would have been better understood if the customer was the story teller. 
For instance, a longer discussion could have been sought about the way the personal 
relationship can help the supplier under various negative forces. 
In addition, even though some of the suppliers indicated through their views or through the 
way they were treated by the customer that the level of attachment cannot reach loyalty the 
study could have asked questions about loyalty and its existence. Still, it is acknowledged that 
within the rationalisation period even if loyalty exists there is a need to make a decision so the 
question becomes redundant. This therefore demonstrates that different information is 
required for different stories. 
Moreover, a question about loyalty might seem very abstract although it reflects as a word 
emotional attachment and has been used in quantitative studies to measure affective 
commitment (Garbarino & Johnson, 1999; Gilliland & Bello, 2002; Gounaris, 2005). Perhaps 
the most appropriate approach to identify the emotional vs. rational attachment is by asking 
questions about the personal relationship and whether it can act as a barrier and also asking 
questions that reveal whether the way the customer side feels about everything that the 
supplier has done until this point in time can attenuate the dissolution that is whether it is hard 
for the person at an emotional level to leave a supplier that has done so much. This view also 
became evident in the literature review section where it was argued that relationship strength 
reflects a rational and an emotional bond. 
As far as the survey is concerned it is suggested that the questions that appeared asking about 
the extent of communication were not necessary since it is enough to know whether a good 
personal relationship/interaction existed before things started to change. Moreover, the 
questions about the exclusive contributions of the supplier to the customer were designed to 
capture the extent to which the supplier invested effort in developing the relationship with the 
customer. However, in the interview it became evident that sometimes it was not required to 
have these information or that the investment in processing capacity was something that was 
revealing the extent to which the supplier made the effort to become bigger and avoid 
rationalisation. This means that the information was used in another way. 
It could therefore be argued that general questions about performance, compliance with the 
customer's requests and the effort that the supplier made to improve the economic benefits for 
the customer (which includes the development of new products) are enough to reveal the 
contribution of the supplier. Moreover, the two questions asking about trust in the customer 
should have been asked differently and in the way they were asked in the interview. Within 
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the interview there was a question about trust to the customer and in this way it was possible 
to identify whether there was confidence in the future of the relationship. 
Nevertheless, the within-case analysis used the information gained from the questionnaire for 
each case even though it did not use them to explain the case situation as it did with the 
interview data. However, the survey data demonstrated the difficulty of approaching this type 
of empirical enquiry with the use of quantitative methods and how much this phenomenon as 
well as relationships between organisations can benefit from case research. Still, the previous 
critical approach of the questionnaire design shows that some information can be gained about 
the relationship before the critical period. 
Moreover, connecting the strength of the relationship before and after the trigger is interesting 
and difficult to handle at the same time because there may be conflicting views. For instance, 
when people argued that supermarkets are not loyal and trustworthy there was evidence of a 
person trying to help the supplier or willing to help the supplier and prevent the ending. 
Equally even though there was evidence of the supplier not being able to be confident about 
the future it was also evident that if they had a good personal contact then they could have 
avoided the negative incident. These examples indicate that above everything business is 
business but the personal element is important. It may not be able to overcome business 
criteria and prevent the ending but it can overcome business criteria and lead to ending. 
One more theoretical limitation of the study is that the insights gained by the power literature 
were not used. The study explained what was observed throughout the cases by referring to 
the weaknesses or strengths that suppliers had relative to other suppliers. This means that it 
was obvious whether the customers had a power advantage over their suppliers. However, the 
study did not explore the extent to which the customer was using their power against the 
supplier except from the findings on the last case. Even there and following the supplier's 
views the buyers' personality was stressed as an important motive for their behaviour. 
However, it might be that the behaviour of the buyer is not only influenced by his personal 
characteristics but also by the organisational norms and culture which may allow employees 
to exercise their power in a negative sense. For instance, it has been acknowledged that the 
individual represents the organisation and behaves according to the expectations associated 
with his role in the organisational setting and regulated by the company's rules. This role 
relationship is in contrast to the personal relationship where the individual brings their 
personal characteristics and personality to the business process (Mainela, 2007). It has also 
been suggested that the existing body of relationship research will be enriched through 
understanding individual manager and organisational cultural dimensions that support 
behaviours necessary to build successful relationships given that no research has linked 
271 
organisational cultural dimensions directly to relationship management practice (Jarratt & 
O'Neill, 2002). 
However, it was not seen as the objective of the study to explain the role of the organisational 
culture and power on the buyer's behaviour. Still, in case 6a it was acknowledged that the 
employees' behaviour might reflect the organisational behaviour. In case 9, Respondent I also 
differentiated between the behaviour of buyers from different organisations. In addition, case 
8 showed that the buyer was once "out of character" which indicates that there is a 
distinction between personal and organisational behaviour. On other occasions it was 
mentioned how the organisational behaviour changed as time went by (eg Case 3). This is 
because the study tried to explain as accurate as possible the story of each case. On other 
occasions however it was observed that one person within the organisation behaved in a 
certain way and another completely differently (Case 6b, Case 7). This highlights the 
importance of the individual's characteristics in guiding behaviour and attitude. 
7.4 GENERALISABILITY OF RESULTS 
Bearing in mind that the case study research strategy does not have as an objective statistical 
generalisation but analytic generalisation (Yin, 2003) the results of this study cannot be 
generalised to the industry as a whole. For this reason the study does not make judgments 
about supermarkets and their relationships within the UK food supply chain in general. 
Analytic generalisation suggests that the previous developed theory is used to compare the 
empirical results of the case study. The analyst should therefore try to generalise findings to 
theory and not fall into the trap of trying to select a representative case or set of cases in order 
to generalise to other case studies (Yin, 2003). 
It should also be noted that the case study offers the opportunity to learn and understand what 
is being studied and that the purpose is not to represent the world. Stake (2000) suggests that 
we lose confidence in the generalisation that a child of separated parents is better off placed 
with the mother when there is a single incidence of injury. As such, it is further argued that 
the utility of case research to practitioners and policy makers is in its extension of experience 
and that the methods of qualitative case study are largely the methods of disciplining personal 
and particularised experience (Stake, 2000). 
The study tried therefore to evaluate the results and their interpretation by comparing them 
with the pre-existing theory. This comparison indicated that there were similarities between 
the results of the study and the theory which means that it is possible to generalise analytically 
the findings to the theory and offer empirical results from another context to support existing 
theory. If therefore the results of the study can be generalised to theory then this means that 
the theory can be applied to other contexts and can be confirmed or modified by other cases. 
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For those findings that it was not possible to match with the theory the study offered an 
"experience" from another context. Further research on relationship dynamics in the same or 
different context could add to theory together with this study. 
It is also important to note that the profile of the cases is not just about commodities or just 
about small companies. Among the cases there were two branded suppliers and one 
multinational company. This does not indicate that the cases are more representative because 
representative samples do not exist in case study research given that cases are not sampling 
units (Yin, 2003) but it still means that there was opportunity to uncover experiences not 
biased towards commodities and small-scale production. 
Of most importance therefore is the richness of the information in the cases and the ability to 
approach different experiences of such a sensitive and complex subject. As such, the study did 
not try to predict from the findings what will happen if similar conditions arise to other 
relationships within the specific context. It did try however to analyse the specific cases and 
relate the findings with existing theory which means that the theory can be applied to similar 
or different contexts. 
7.5 FUTURE RESEARCH 
The dissolution of business relationships is a very sensitive issue and therefore difficult to 
access empirically. However, it offers the opportunity to identify triggers that initiate dramatic 
change for the relationship and contributes in understanding business relationships and 
personal relationships embedded within business relationships and how they can be sustained 
as a lesson of the dissolution. 
It could therefore be proposed that future research should explore the analysis of relationship 
dynamics from a general view and not only from a negative side as Schurr (2004) currently 
indicates. In this way it would also be possible to bring in the longitudinal perspective that is 
missing from current research and has been identified as important for investigating how 
buyer-seller relationships are initiated, built, and nurtured in industrial markets and why and 
how they succeed or fail (Narayandas & Rangan, 2004). 
Another potential research area lies on the fact that although people had always been central 
part of the business relationship there is growing research to indicate that personal 
relationships require more attention. To this extent Mainela (2007) suggests that more effort is 
required to analyse how managers develop and use interpersonal relationships for different 
business purposes. Plank & Newell (2007) also argue that although some work has been done 
on personal bonds the issue is much more complex than the research has identified until now. 
Or as Geiger & Turley (2005) argue few studies have shown how salespeople establish social 
bonds and what is their impact on the relationship. 
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Moreover, the interplay between business and people is also not well understood given the 
lack of research on the way business issues become personalised and turn to social conflict 
(Plank & Newell, 2007). Emotions clearly play a role but emotions in market exchanges and 
relationships is a neglected area (Bagozzi et al., 1999) whereas emotions in business 
relationships have also recently appeared in the foreground to conceptualise their role in the 
development of buyer-seller relationships (Andersen & Kumar, 2006). 
One more issue that represents an opportunity for further research is the extension of the study 
to another country. It would be interesting to look across different cultures and compare how 
relationships change, weaken and die. The context around the relationships will differ and this 
might affect what will be observed. Moreover, cultural differences may have an effect on what 
would be observed, given that it has been proposed that culture is one of the factors that may 
affect the behaviour of firms under different trigger events (Shankarmahesh et al., 2003) as 
well as the way business-to-business phenomena manifest within each country (Johnston et 
al., 1999). 
Further research should also consider even more the influence of the business environment as 
a force for change in business relationships and extend the interplay between external and 
internal change factors. Finally, the issue of power could be addressed in future studies. 
Researchers could therefore continue to explore the sources and effects of the exercise of 
retailer power on suppliers. This represents a significant area of research within the UK food 
retail context with both theoretical and practical implications. 
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APPENDIX A: QUESTIONNAIRE 
Imperial College 
July 16th, 2004 
Dear Managing Director 
Department of Agricultural Sciences 
The Centre for Food Chain Research (CFCR) 
Imperial College London 
Orwin House, Wye Campus, Wye, Ashford 
KENT TN25 5AH 
Tel: +44 (020) 7594 2862 / Fax: +44 (020) 7594 2838 
a. fearne@imperial. ac. uk 
www. wye. imperial. ac. uk/CFCR 
Dr Andrew Fearne BSc, PhD 
MANAGING PROBLEMS IN SUPERMARKET SUPPLY CHAIN RELATIONSHIPS 
In recent years the issues surrounding the trading relationships in the food chain have attracted 
growing interest and attention from all parts of the food industry. The Competition 
Commission enquiry into relationships between supermarkets and their suppliers highlighted 
some of the problems that exist and the Curry Report highlighted the need for greater vertical 
co-ordination. 
We would like you to participate in this survey, which is part of our on-going research into 
supply chain relationships and how to manage problems within them in order to avoid the 
mistakes of the past and extract the maximum benefit from working in partnership rather than 
as adversaries. The results of this survey will provide invaluable insights into how and why 
supply chain relationships go wrong and how suppliers and buyers can take action at the right 
time to avoid unnecessary problems that can lead to inappropriate resource allocation and, 
ultimately, the loss of business. 
In order for our results to be meaningful it is essential that we obtain the views of a significant 
proportion of supermarket suppliers in the three major commodity sectors - ineat, dairy and 
fresh produce. We are well aware of the pressures on your time and we have designed the 
questionnaire with ease of completion foremost in our minds. The questionnaire has been 
rigorously piloted and should take no more than ten minutes to complete. A reply paid 
envelope is enclosed for your convenience. This is a sensitive subject, but please note that all 
responses are anonymous - we only need to know the sector in which you operate. Only 
aggregate responses will be used for our analysis, the results of which will be shared with all 
those respondents who provide us with their contact details. 
We look forward to receiving your views. 
Yours sincerely 
Dr Andrew Fearne 
Director, CFCR 
loanna Gedeon 
PhD Candidate 
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This questionnaire is concerned with supermarket accounts which you have lost or with which you 
have had particular difficulty in the past four years. 
Q1 - In which of the following sectors do you operate? 0 Meat 0 Dairy 0 Fruit 0 Vegetables 
Q2 - What is the approximate annual turnover of your business? 0 <ElMlln 0 LI-5MIln 
0 L6-10MIln 0 El 1-20MIln 0 E21-50MIln O; C5l-lOOMlln 0 LIOI-200MIln 0 
>E2OOMlln 
Q3 - In you opinion, which of the following statements best describes the term 'key customer' for your 
business (Please tick one only) 
The best way of describing a key customer for our business is one who 
F71 Enables us to make efficient use of our production capacity 
F-I Provides us with essential cash flow to sustain the business 
F-I Gives us the confidence to invest in the long term development of the business 
F-I Has a significant share of the market we serve 
D Contributes a significant proportion of our sales revenue 
F-I Offers the potential for sales growth in the long term 
F-I Provides us with above-average profit margins 
D Offers the potential for increasing our profit margins 
Q4 - How many supermarket customers did you have in 2000'. ) .......... Q5 - How many of these would you have described as 'key' customers in 2000? .......... Q6 - How many supermarket customers do you have today? .......... Q7 - How many of these would you describe as 'key' customers today? .......... 
If you have lost any supermarket customer during the past four years, go to Question 8 below 
If you have not lost any supermarket customers during the past four years, please skip to Question 11 
overleaf 
Q8- With respect to the supermarket customers you have lost during the past four years, what would you 
say was the primary cause for the loss of business (please tick one only for up to three accounts lost in the 
past four years) 
Customer Customer Custo ! fl 
1 2 3 
Change of buyer 11 El 
Rationalisation of the supply base El 
Unsatisfactory product quality 0 
Unsatisfactory service performance El El 
Lack of growth in product sales El 11 El 
Lack of innovation in new product development El 11 11 
Our refusal to reduce prices 11 11 11 
A more competitive offer from another supplier El 11 El 
other factors (please specify ........................................................... 
............................................................................................. El El 
............................................................................................. ) 
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Q9 - With respect to the supermarket account lost most recently, please indicate the extent to which you 
agree/disagree with the following statements: 
Sýron gly Disagree 
Neither 
agree nor Agree 
Stronj 
disagree disagree agre 
The writing was on the wall for some time before we lost this account 11 C1 C] 
We did not expect our relationship with this customer to deteriorate 0 El C3 0 C1 
as quickly as it did 
We did everything we could to prevent the loss of this account 0 C] 11 El 11 
This customer invested considerable time and effort in developing a 
relationship with us before things started to go wrong 
This customer was not always honest with us El El 11 11 
We thought this customer was looking out for our interests and was 
not only concerned about meeting its own objectives at our expense 
We had good personal relationships with this customer for most of 0 11 El 
the time 
We 11apAlly responded quickly to this customer's demands 11 El 11 11 El 
We made investments in processing capacity specifically for this El 11 11 11 0 
customer 
We developed new products exclusively for this customer El 
When we had disagreements with this customer they were usually C1 11 El 11 El 
resolved in a mutually satisfactory way 
There were few occasions when we had face to face meetings with El 11 El 11 11 
this customer to discuss imnartant issues 
This customer usually shared information with us when we asked for El 11 11 El El 
it 
This customer would have had little difficulty in replacing us El 11 El El 11 
This customer was one of those we would have described as a 'key 11 11 El 11 11 
customer' 
We had little difficulty in replacing the lost business with this El El El 11 El 
customer 
Q10- For how long had you been supplying this customer? 
Skip to the end of the questionnaire 
Q11- With respect to the supermarket customer with whom your relationship has deteriorated the most in 
the last four years, what would you say was the primary cause for the difficulties you experience in this 
relationship (please tick one only) 
Change of buyer 
Rationalisation of the supply base 
Unsatisfactory product quality 
Unsatisfactory service performance 
Lack of growth in product sales 
Lack of innovation in new product development El 
Our refusal to reduce prices 
A more competitive offer from another supplier 
Other factors (please specify .......................................................... 
................................................. ........................................ 111*11) 
El 
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Q12 - With respect to the supermarket customer with whom your relationship has deteriorated the most in 
the last four years, please indicate the extent to which you agree/disagree with the following statements: 
Stron gly 
disagree Disagree 
Neither 
agree nor Agree 
Stror 
agr. disagree 
This relationship has been deteriorating for some time 11 0 11 
We did not expect our relationship with this customer to deteriorate as 
uickly as it has 
We are doing everything we can to improve the relationship with this 
customer 
This customer has invested considerable time and effort in developing 11 E a relationship with us before things started to go wrong 
This customer has not always been honest with us El 0 0 0 E 
We believe this customer is looking out for our interests and is not only El El E 
concerned about neeting its own Sjbjectives at our ex ense - We have good personal relationships with this customer for most of the El 0 El 1: time 
We usually respond quickly to this customer's demands El El 0 El I 
We have made investments in processing capacity specifically for this El 0 El 1: 
customer 
We have developed new products exclusively for this customer El El 11 El I 
When we have disagreements with this customer they are usuall El 11 
resolved in a mu ially satisfactory way 
There are few occasions when we have face to face meetings with this El 11 11 11 1 customer to discuss important issues 
This customer usuallv shares information with us when we ask for it El El El F 
This customer would have little difficulty in replacing us 11 n El I 
This customer is one of those we would describe as a 'key customer' El 0 11 1 
We would have little difficulty in replacing any lost business with this El El El 1: 
customer 
Q13-For how long have you been supplying this customer? 
Thank you for your co-operation 
Please return the questionnaire in the pre-paid envelope provided. 
If you would be willing to discuss further, in confidence, your experiences with 
supermarket customers, please insert contact details below: 
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APPENDIX B: DISCUSSION GUIDE - ENDED RELATIONSHIPS 
1. Organisational Information 
- Role of respondent in the organisation 
- How long have you been worldng for the company 
- How has your company developed over the last 5 years? 
- Length of respondents association with the relationship 
- Turnover 
- Number of employees 
- Number of plants 
- Number of customers and categorisation of customer in sectors 
- How important was the customer to your company? In what way? What 
amount of business did the customer account for? 
- How do you think that the customer classified your company among their 
suppliers? 
2. Relationship History 
Trust 
- Did you trust them? 
- Did they trust you? 
Personal Relationship 
- Nature of personal relationship 
- Social interactions outside the working environment? 
Communication/Cooperation 
- Meetings - Frequency, what was discussed (future plans, new product 
development ideas) 
Perforniance/Investments/Adaptations 
- Supplier = exclusive products-new products, processing capacity 
- Customer =support provided by the customer in difficult circumstances 
- Supplier = fulfil customer's requests, support provided when needed, 
willingness to invest to develop the relationship 
Conflict & Conflict resolution 
- Frequency of disagreements / over what issues 
- Intensity of disagreements 
- How they were solved 
Satisfaction with the relationship 
- Perceived satisfaction of the customer/supplier with the relationship 
- How did you perceive the future of the relationship during that time? 
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3. Process 
Could you please describe what happened? 
- Were there any other problems or events during the relationship that you 
think might had an influence in the ending? 
- Were these events been resolved in the past? How 
- Why do you think the customer took that decision? 
Change - What was different in the relationship during that period and the 
previous periods of the relationship? 
- Conflict, distance (customer's behaviour/supplier's behaviour) 
- Did you perceive any signals that the customer intended to end the 
relationship? 
- How did the customer communicate to you explicitly that he wanted the 
relationship to end? 
- How did you react to that decision? 
- How did they communicate the final ending of the relationship? 
- How did you react to that decision? 
Restore - Did you take any actions to prevent ending? 
- Was someone else involved? 
- Discussion between the parties? How did these proceed? 
4. Consequences & Lessons Learned 
- External effect on other relationships in your network (end of relationship 
with your own suppliers, replacement with new customer or not) 
- Internal effect in your company Oob losses, resigning, financial losses) 
- Do you think that you could have done something differently? 
- Is there something that you would have expected the customer to do and he 
didn't 
- What were the lessons learned from the experience? 
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APPENDIX C: DISCUSSION GUIDE - DECLINING RELATIONSHIPS 
1. Organisational Information 
- Role of respondent in the organisation 
- How long have you been working for the company? 
- How has your company developed over the last 5 years? 
- Length of respondents association with the relationship 
Turnover 
Number of employees 
Number of plants 
Number of customers and categorisation of customer in sectors 
- How important is the customer to your company? In what way? What amount 
of business does the customer account for? 
- How do you think that the customer classifies your company among their 
suppliers? 
2. Relationship History 
Trust 
- Did you trust them? 
- Did they trust you? 
Personal Relationship 
- Nature of personal relationship 
- Social interactions outside the working environment? 
Communication/Cooperation 
- Meetings - Frequency, what was discussed (future plans, new product 
development ideas) 
Performance/Investments/Adaptations 
- Supplier = exclusive products-new products, processing capacity 
- Customer =support provided by the customer in difficult circumstances 
- Supplier = fulfil customer's requests, support provided when needed, 
willingness to invest to develop the relationship 
Conflict & Conflict resolution 
- Frequency of disagreements / over what issues 
- Intensity of disagreements 
- How they were solved 
Satisfaction with the relationship 
- Perceived satisfaction of the customer/supplier with the relationship 
- How did you perceive the future of the relationship during that time? 
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3. Process 
- Have there been any other problems that may have influenced the relationship 
in a rather negative way? 
- Is this the first time that the relationship has weakened? 
- Why do you think that happen? 
Change 
- When? 
- Why do you think that this relationship is deteriorating? 
- Conflict, changed customer behaviour 
- Changed supplier behaviour 
Restore - Did you do anything to improve the situation? 
- Discussions with the customer? 
- With whom in the customer? 
- Supplier's actions 
- Did you ever think of ending the relationship yourself? 
4. Consequences & Future 
- Is there anything that you wish you had done differently? 
- Is there anything that you wish the customer had done differently? 
- What is your perception of the relationship today? 
- What was the lesson learned from this experience? 
- What do you think will be the future of this relationship? 
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APPENDIX D: FREQUENCIES FOR SURVEY DATA 
Table DA: Sample Characteristics (Total/Fruit & Vegetables sample) 
Total Fruit & 
sample Vegetables 
Number of Meat 8 Average Annual Turnover L 21-50 MlIn f 21-50 Mlln 
companies 
Number of Dairy 7 Average number of supermarket Mode =4 Mode =4 
companies customers in 2000 Mean =4.2 Mean =3.9 
Number of Fruit companies 15 
Average number of key supermarket Mode =2 Mode =2 
customers in 2000 Mean =2.5 Mean =2.5 
Number of Vegetables Average number of supermarket Mode =2 Mode =2 
companies 
38 
customers in 2004 Mean =3.4 Mean =2.9 
Number of Fruit & Average number of key supermarket Mode =2 Mode =2 
Vegetables companies 
8 
customers in 2004 Mean =2.1 Mean =1.9 
Number of Meat & 2 Average relationship duration of 12.6 years 13 years Vegetables companies ended relationships 
Average relationship duration of 13 years 14 years difficult relationships 
% of companies that have lost a 59% 67% 
customer 
% of companies that have difficulties 46% 38% 
with customer 
Table D. 2: Definition of Key Customer (Total/Fruit & Vegetables sample) 
Total 
sample 
Fruit & 
Vegetables 
Sample 
10.0% 9.8% Enables us to make efficient use of our production ca acity 
1.3% 1 0.0% Provides us with essential cash flow to sustain the business 
43.8% 44.3% Gives us the confidence to invest in the long term development of the business 
13.8% 13.1% Has a significant share of the market we serve 
- 
27.5% 27.9% Contributes a significant proportion of our sales revenue 
12.5% 13.1% Offers the potential for sales growth in the long tem 
5.0% 4.9% Provides us with above-average profit margins 
3.8% 1.6% Offers the potential for increasing our profit margins 
Table D3: Primary causes for relationship ending in Fruit & Vegetables sample (% of ended 
relationships for which this was the primary cause) 
Change of buyer/senior customer personnel 11.0% A more competitive offer from another supplier 9.6% 
Rationalisation of the su ly base 54.8% Lack of grow th in product sales 2.7% 
Unsatisfactory service performance 1.4% Refusal to pay to keep business 5.5% 
Our refusal to reduce pjjýes 8.2% Supplier's business expanding with/committed 6 8% 
Other reasons 5.6% to a competitor supermarket I . 
Table DA: Primary causes for relationship ending in Fruit & Vegetables sample (% of companies that 
mentioned this as a cause) 
Change of buyer/senior customer personnel 19.5% A more competitive offer from another supplier 14.6% 
Rationalisation of ! ýe sqpp ly base 70.7% Lack of growth in product sales 4.9% 
Unsatisfactory service performance 2.4% Refusal to pay to keep business 9.8% 
Our refusal to reduce prices 12.2% Supplier's business expanding with/committed _ 
Other reasons 9.6% to a competitor supermarket 
7.3% 
I 
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Table D. 5: Primary causes for relationship ending in total sample (% of ended relationships for which 
this was the primary cause) 
Change of buyer/senior customer personnel 14.1% Our refusal to reduce prices 9.4% 
Rationalisation of the supply base 49.4% A more competitive offer from another 
suppli r 
10.6% 
Unsatisfactory product quality 0.0% Refusal to pay to keep business 4.7% 
Unsatisfactory service performance 1.2% Supplier's business expanding 
i h/ i d i 5 9A 
Lack of growth in product sales 2.4% w 
t comm tor tte to a compet 
supermarket 
. 
Lack of innovation in new product 
development 
1.2% 
I 
Other reasons 
I 
6.0% 
Table D. 6: Primary causes for relationship ending in total sample (% of companies that mentioned this 
as a cause) 
Change of buyer/senior customer personnel 25.0% Our refusal to reduce prices 14.6% 
Rationalisation of the supply base 64.6% A more competitive offer from another 16.7% 
suppli r 
Unsatisfactory product quality 0.0% Refusal to pay to keep business 8.3% 
Unsatisfactory service performance 2.1% Supplier's business expanding 
tit i d i h/ 6 3% - or comm tte to a compe w t . Lack of growth in product sales 4.2% 1 supermarket 
Lack of innovation in new product 2.1% Other reasons 10.5% development 
Table D. 7: Primary causes for the difficulties experienced in relationships in Fruit & Vegetables sample 
Change of buyer/senior customer 
personnel 
21.7% Lack of innovation in new product 
development 
4.3% 
Rationalisation of the supply base 43.5% 
Unsatisfactory service performance 4.3% A more competitive offer from another 8.7% 
Lack of growth in product sales 8.7% supplier 
Our refusal to reduce prices 13.0% Other reasons 
Table D. 8: Primary causes for the difficulties experienced in relationships in total sample 
Change of buyer/senior customer personnel 21.6% 
Lack of innovation in new product 
development 2.7% 
Rationalisation of the supply base 32.4% Our refusal to reduce prices 24.3% 
Unsatisfactory product quality 0.0% A more competitive offer from another 13 5% 
Unsatisfactory service performance 2.7% supplier . 
Lack of growth in product sales 8.1% J reasons 
otý 1 8.1% 
j 
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Table D. 9: Responses to statements concerning relationships with lost customers (Total/Fruit & 
Vegetables sample) 
Mean 3 Mean 
(Standard (Standard 
Deviation) Deviation) 
Total sample 
Fruit & 
Vegetables 
The writing was on the wall for some time before we lost this account 
2.6 
(1.29) 
2.7 
(1.34) 
We did not expect our relationship with this customer to deteriorate as 3.6 3.6 
quickly as it did (1.21) (1.26) 
.. 
We did everything we could to prevent the loss of this account 
4.1 
(1.06) 
4.1 
(1.09) 
This customer invested considerable time and effort in developing a 2.5 2.4 
relationship with us before things started to go wrong (I. I) (1.18) 
This customer was not always honest with us 
3.8 
(1.18) 
3.8 
(1.22) 
We thought this customer was looking out for our interests and was not only 2.7 2.8 
concerned about meeting its own objectives at our expense (1.12) (1.15) 
We had good personal relationships with this customer for most of the time 
3.9 
(0.74) 
3.9 
(0.75) 
We usually responded quickly to this customer's demands 
4.5 
(0.62) 
4.4 
(0.63) 
We made investments in processing capacity specifically for this customer 
3.8 
(1.22) 
3.8 
(1.22) 
We developed new products exclusively for this customer 
3.6 
(1.32) 
3.6 
(1.28) 
When we had disagreements with this customer they were usually resolved 3.5 3.5 
in a mutually satis ctory way (1.06) (1.04)__ 
There were few occasions when we had face to face meetings with this 3.5 3.5 
customer to discuss imoortant issues (1.09) (0.98)_ 
This customer usually shared information with us when we asked for it 
2.9 
(1.15) 
2.8 
(1.13) 
This customer would have had little difficulty in replacing us 
3.8 
(1.12) 
3.8 
_(1.14) This customer was one of those we would have described as a 'key 3.8 3.9 
customer' (1.32) (1.23) 
We had little difficulty in replacing the lost business with this customer 
2.5 
(1.41) 
2.5 T (1.45) 
31 =Strongly disagree; 2=Disagree; 3=Neither agree nor disagree; 4=Agree; 5=Strongly agree 
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Table D. 10: Responses to statements concerning relationships with difficulties (Total/Fruit & 
Vegetables sample) 
Mean 4 Mean 
(Standard (Standard 
Deviation) Deviation) 
Total Sample Fruit & Vegetables 
This relationship has been deteriorating for some time 
2.6 
(1.08) 
2.6 
(1.18) 
We did not expect our relationship with this customer to deteriorate as 3.5 3.5 
quickly as it has 0.00 . 06) We are doing everything we can to improve the relationship with this 4.3 4.5 
customer (0.85) (0.51) 
This customer has invested considerable time and effort in developing a 2.4 2.5 
relationship with us before things started to go wrong (0-99) . 95) 
This customer has not always been honest with us 
3.5 
(1.02) 
3.5 
(1.16) 
We believe this customer is looking out for our interests and is not only 1.7 1.7 
concerned about meeting its own objectives at our expense (0.88) (0.96) 
We have good personal relationships with this customer for most of the time 
3.9 
(0.59) 
3.9 
(0.59) 
We usually respond quickly to this customer's demands 
4.6 
(0.50)........ 
4.6 
(0.51) 
We have made investments in processing capacity specifically for this 4.2 4.2 
customer (0.82) (0.83) 
We have developed new products exclusively for this customer 
3.9 
(1.02) 
3.8 
(1.13)_ 
When we have disagreements with this customer they are usually resolved 3.3 3.4 
in a mutually satisfactory way (0.88) (0.84) 
There are few occasions when we have face to face meetings with this 3.3 3.3 
customer to discuss import_ant issues (1.19)__ (1.22) 
This customer usually shares information with us when we ask for it 
3.2 
(1.06) 
3.3 
(1.14) 
This customer would have little difficulty in replacing us 
3.3 
(1.05) 
3.4 
(1.08) 
This customer is one of those we would describe as a 'key customer' 
3.8 
(1.13) 
3.9 
(1.20) 
[We' -would have little difficulty in replacing any lost business with this 1.9 2.0 
1 customer (1.01) (1.21) 
41 =Strongly disagree; 2=Disagree; 3=Neither agree nor disagree; 4=Agree; 5=Strongly agree 
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Table DAL Sample Characteristics (Total/Dairy sample) 
Total Dairy 
sample sample 
Number of Meat 8 Average Annual Turnover f 21-50 Mlln L 21-50 Mlln 
companies 
Number of Dairy 7 Average number of supermarket Mode =4 Mode =8 
companies customers in 2000 Mean =4.2 Mean =6.8 
Number of Fruit companies 15 
Average number of key supermarket Mode =2 Mode =3 
customers in 2000 Mean =2.5 Mean =3.3 
Number of Vegetables 38 Average number of supermarket Mode =2 Mode =4 
companies customers in 2004 Mean =3.4 Mean =7.4 
Number of Fruit & 8 Average number of key supermarket Mode =2 Mode =3 Vegetables companies customers in 2004 Mean =2.1 Mean =3.1 
Number of Meat & 2 Average relationship duration of 12.6 years 5 years Vegetables companies ended relationships/ 
Average relationship duration of 
difficult relationships 
13 years 14 years 
% of companies that have lost a 59% 43% 
customer 
% of companies that have difficulties 46% 
11 
71% 
71 
with customer 
Table D. 12: Definition of Key Customer (Total/Dairy sample) 
Total 
sample 
Dairy 
sample 
10.0% 14.3% Enables us to make efficient use of our producfion capacity 
1.3% 0.0% Provides us with essential cash flow to sustain the business 
43.8% 28.6% Gives us the confidence to invest in the long term development of the business 
13.8% 28.6% Has a significant share of the market we serve 
27.5% 28.6% Contributes a significant proportion of our sales revenue 
12.5% 0.0% Offers the potential for sales growth in the long term 
5.0% 0.0% -P-r-o-v--ides us with above-average profit margins 
3.8% 0.0% Offers the potential for increasing our profit margins 
Table D. 13: Primary causes for relationship ending in dairy sample (% of ended relationships for 
which this was the primary cause) 
Change of buyer 50% 
Refusal to reduce prices 25% 
A more competitive offer from another suppli r 25% 
Table D. 14: Primary causes for relationship ending in dairy sample (% of companies that mentioned 
this as a cause) 
Chang 
_q_2f 
buyer 665,7% 
Refusal to reduce prices 313% /0 
A more competitive offer from another supplier 33ý3ýo- 
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Table D. 15: Primary causes for the difficulties experienced in relationships in dairy sample 
)uyer 40.0% 
Refusal to reduce prices 60.0% 
Table D. 16: Responses to statements concerning relationships with lost customers (Total/Dairy sample) 
Mean Mean 
(Standard (Standard 
Deviation) Deviation) 
Total sample Dairy Sample 
The writing was on the wall for some time before we lost this account 
2.6 
(1.29) 
1.7 
(0.58) 
We did not expect our relationship with this customer to deteriorate as 3.6 3.0 
quickly as it did (1.21) (1.0) 
We did everything we could to prevent the loss of this account 
4.1 
(1.06) 
4.7 
(0.58) 
This customer invested considerable time and effort in developing a 2.5 3.3 
relationship with us before things started to go wrong (1.15) (0.58) 
This customer was not always honest with us 
3.8 
(1.18) 
4.3 
(0.58) 
We thought this customer was looking out for our interests and was not only 2.7 2.3 
concerned about meeting its own objectives at our expense (1.12) (0.58) 
We had good personal relationships with this customer for most of the time 
3.9 4.0 
(0.74) (0.0)_ 
We 
. 
usually responded quickly to this customer's demands 
4.5 
(0.62) 
4.7(0.58) 
We made investments in processing capacity specifically for this customer 
3.8 
(1.22) 
2.7 
(1.15) 
We developed new products exclusively for this customer 
3.6 
(1.32) 
2.7 
(2.08) 
When we had disagreements with this customer they were usually resolved 3.5 3.0 
in a mutually satisfactory way (1.06) (1.73) 
There were few occasions when we had face to face meetings with this 3.5 2.3 
customer to discuHjjppq aot iss! jes (1.09) (1.53) 
This customer usuall shared information with us when we asked for it 
2.9 
(1.15) 
2.7 
(1.15) 
This customer would have had little difficulty in replacing us 
3.8 3.7 
(1.12) (0.58) 
This customer was one of those we would have described as a 'key 3.8 2.3 
customer' 1.32) (2.31) 
We had little difficulty in replacing the lost business with this customer 
1 2.5 
(1.41) 
2.3 
(0.58) 
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Table D. 17: Responses to statements concerning relationships with difficulties (Total/Dairy sample) 
Mean Mean 
(Standard (Standard 
Deviation) Deviation) 
Total Sample Dairy Sample 
This relationship has been deteriorating for some time 
2.6 
(1.08) 
2.8 
(0.84) 
We did not expect our relationship with this customer to deteriorate as 3.5 3.4 
quickly as it has (1.00) (0.89) 
We are doing everything we can to improve the relationship with this 4.3 4.2 
customer (0.85) (0.45) 
This customer has invested considerable time and effort in developing a 2.4 1.8 
relationship with us before things started to go wrong (0.99) . 84) 
This customer has not always been honest with us 
3.5 
(1.02) 
3.4 
(0.89) 
We believe this customer is looking out for our interests and is not only 1.7 1.4 
concerned about meeting its own objectives at our expense (0.88) (0.89) 
We have good personal relationships with this customer for most of the 3.9 3.6 
time (0.59) 
. . -(0.89) 
We usually respond quickly to this customer's demands 
4.6 
0.50) 
4.2 
(0.45) 
We have made investments in processing capacity specifically for this 4.2 4.0 
customer (0.82) (0.0) 
We have developed new products exclusively for this customer 
3.9 
(1.02) 
3.8 
(1.09) 
When we have disagreements with this customer they are usuall resolved 3.3 2.8 
in a mutually satisfactory way (0.88) (0.84) 
There are few occasions when we have face to face meetings with this 3.3 3.6 
customer to discuss important issues (1.19) (0.89) 
This customer usually shares information with us when we ask for it 
3.2 
(1.06) 
3.2 
This customer would have little difficulty in replacing us 
3.3 
(1.05) 
3.0 
(1.0) 
This customer is one of those we would describe as a 'key customer' 
3.8 
(1.13) 
3.6 
(0.89) 
We would have little difficulty in replacing any lost business with this 1.9 2.0 
customer (1.01) (0.0) 
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Table D. 18: Sample Characteristics (Total/Meat sample) 
Total Meat 
sample sample 
Number of Meat 8 Average Annual Turnover E 21-50 Mlln f 51-100 Mlln companies 
Number of Dairy 7 Average number of supermarket Mode =4 Mode =4 
companies customers in 2000 Mean =4.2 Mean =4 
Number of Fruit companies 15 
Average number of key supermarket Mode =2 Mode =1 
cu tomers in 2000 Mean =2.5 Mean =2.3 
Number of Vegetables 38 Average number of supermarket Mode =2 Mode =3 
companies customers in 2004 Mean =3.4 Mean =4.3 
Number of Fruit & 8 Average number of key supermarket Mode =2 Mode =2 Vegetables companies customers in 2004 Mean =2.1 Mean =2.5 
Number of Meat & 2 Average relationship duration of 12.6 years 12.5 years Vegetables companies ended relationships 
Average relationship duration of 
difficult relationships 
13 years 7.7 years 
% of companies that have lost a 59% 25% 
customer 
% of companies that have difficulties 46% 75% 
with customer 
Table D. 19: Derinition of Key Customer (Total/Meat sample) 
Total 
sample 
Meat 
sample 
10.0% 0.0% Enables us to make efficient use of our production capacity 
1.3% 0.0% Provides us with essential cash flow to sustain the business 
43.8% 57.1% Gives us the confidence to invest in the long term development of the business 
13.8% 0.0% Has a significant share of the market we serve 
27.5% 28.6% Contributes a si nificant proportion of our sales revenue 
12.5% 0.0% Offers the potential for sales growth in the long term 
5.0% 0.0% Provides us with above-average profit margins 
3.8% 14.3%-1 Offers the potential for increasing our profit margins 
Table D. 20: Primary causes for relationship ending in meat sample 
Rationalisation of the supply base 50.0% 
A more competitive offer from another supplier 50.0% 
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Table D. 21: Primary causes for the difficulties experienced in relationships in meat sample 
Rationalisation 16.7% 
Lack of growth in product sales 16.7% 
Our refusal to reduce prices 33.3% 
A more competitive offer from another supplier 33.3% 
Table D. 22: Responses to statements concerning relationships with lost customers (Total/Meat sample) 
Mean Mean 
(Standard (Standard 
Deviation) Deviation) 
Total sample Meat Sample 
The writing was on the wall for some time before we lost this account 
2.6 
(1.29) 
2.5 
(0.71) 
We did not expect our relationship with this customer to deteriorate as 3.6 3.5 
quickly as it did (1.21) (0.71) 
4.1 4.0 
We did everything we could to prevent the loss of this account (1.06) (1.41)__ 
This customer invested considerable time and effort in developing a 2.5 2.0 
relationship with us before things started to go wrong (1.15) (0.0) 
This customer was not always honest with us 
3.8 
(1.18) 
4.5 
(0.71) 
We thought this customer was looking out for our interests and was not only 2.7 2.5 
concerned about meeting its own oýjectives at our expense (1.12) (2.12). 
We had good personal relationships with this customer for most of the time 
3.9 
(0.74) 
4.5 
(0.7 1)_ 
4.5 4.5 
We usually responded quickly to this customer's demands (0.62) (0.71) 
We made investments in processing capacity specifically for this customer 
3.8 
(1.22) 
4.5 
(0.71) 
3.6 4.5 
We developed new products exclusively for this customer (1.32) (0.71) 
When we had disagreements with this customer they were usually resolved 3.5 4.0 
in a mutually satisfactory way (1.06) (0.0) 
There were few occasions when we had face to face meetings with this 3.5 3.5 
customer to discuss important issues (1.09) (2.12) 
This customer usuall shared information with us when we asked for it 
2.9 
(1.15) 
4.0 
(0.0) 
This customer would have had little difficulty in replacing us 
3.8 
(1.12) 
4.5 
(0.71) 
This customer was one of those we would have described as a 'key 3.8 5.0 
customer' (1.32) (0.0) 
We had little difficulty in replacing the lost business with this customer 
2.5 
1 (1.41) 
4.0 
(0.0) 
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Table D. 23: Responses to statements concerning relationships with difficulties (Total/Meat sample) 
Mean Mean 
(Standard (Standard 
Deviation) Deviation) 
Total Sample Meat Sample 
This relationship has been deteriorating for some time 
2.6 
(1.08) 
2.3 
(1.03) 
We did not expect our relationship with this customer to deteriorate as 3.5 3.3 
quickly as it has (1.00) (1.21). 
We are doing everything we can to improve the relationship with this 4.3 4.2 
customer (0.85) 1.17) 
This customer has invested considerable time and effort in developing a 2.4 2.2 
relationship with us before things started to o wrong (0.99)....... 1.09) 
3.5 3.8 
This customer has not always been honest with us (1.02) (0.75) 
We believe this customer is looking out for our interests and is not only 1.7 1.8 
concerned about meeting its own Sjbjectives at our expense (0.8ý)_ (0.75)_ 
We have good personal relationships with this customer for most of the time 
3.9 
(0.59) 
4.2 
(0.41) 
4.6 4.7 
We usually respond quickly to this customer's demands (0.50) (0.52) 
We have made investments in processing capacity specifically for this 4.2 4.0 
customer (0.82) (1.09) 
3.9 4.3 
We have developed new products exclusively for this customer (1.02) (0.52) 
When we have disagreements with this customer they are usual] resolved 3.3 3.0 
in a mutually satisfactory way (0.88) (0.89) 
There are few occasions when we have face to face meetings with ilýs 3.3 2.3 
customer to disc (1.19) (1.03) 
3.2 3.3 
This customer usually shares information with us when we ask for it (1.06) (0.82) 
3.3 2.8 
This customer would have little difficulty in replacing us (1.05) (0.98) 
This customer is one of those we would describe as a 'key customer' 
3.8 
(1.13) 
3.7 
(1.37) 
We would have little difficulty in replacing any lost business with this 1.9 
1 1.8 
customer (1.01) (0.75) 
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